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Summary 
The aim of the study is to explore the socio-economic background of female heads 
of households living in the urban poor communities of Bangladesh and understand the 
constraints faced by the female heads, as well as their coping strategies. Both qualitative 
and quantitative methods were used in this study. The sample consisted of 120 female 
heads of households living in urban poor communities of Rajshahi city, Bangladesh. The 
10 qualitative indepth interviews were conducted to obtain detailed information on the 
socio-cultural and financial constraints faced by the female heads and the different coping 
strategies adopted by them. 
Findings of the study indicate that the women, who were heads of the households, 
were struggling with financial as well as social constraints. Their lack of opportunities for 
waged work outside their homestead, combined with the high risk of being subjected to 
sexual harassment and social criticism, tend to marginalize them and make them acutely 
vulnerable. To cope with the situations emerging from change in headship of household, 
the respondents adopted both problem focused and emotion focused forms of coping 
strategies. To deal with financial constraints, the female heads adopted problem focused 
coping strategies like reducing family expenditure, changing job or engaging other family 
member(s) in work. To cope with the social constraints like insecurity and social stigma, 
coping strategies such as shifting of residence, keeping good relations with influential 
neighbors or making fictive relations were applied.  
When their efforts to manage the problems seem to be unsuccessful, they 
developed emotion focused coping strategies like crying, sharing problems with others, 
watching television or simply surrendering themselves to their fate. 
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 The study suggests that the coping process of the female heads is influenced not 
only by micro level factors like age, marital status, tangible and social resources, but also 
by macro level factors like the cultural values and beliefs, religion, or state laws.  
The findings from the study also indicate that the presence of an adult male 
member in the household is a significant factor and there is a dual meaning of female 
headship for de jure and de facto female heads. De jure female heads, or those who are 
widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned by their husbands, and are living without any 
adult male member in the family, can enjoy freedom and autonomy in spending and 
decision making as heads of the family. On the other hand, the de facto female heads, are 
less likely to practice autonomy in spending and decision making because the live with 
their husbands who are not contributing financially. But at a different level, de jure 
female heads are likely to feel insecure and experience the social stigma of living alone, 
that is, without the male shelter, whereas de facto female heads, through retaining their 
status as married women, receive approval from society and combat their feeling of 
insecurity. For the sake of this husband-linked security and status, some women tend to a) 
remarry after the marital dissolution or b) maintain their marriages despite their husband’s 
reluctance to earn for the family, or physical abuse inflicted by husband. 
Finally, the study offered some recommendations for social policy change, social 
intervention to provide education and skills oriented training for the female heads, and 
expand the opportunities for more remunerative employment for them.     
 






FHHs  Female Headed Households 
 
 
MHHs  Male Headed Households 
 
 
Taka  The name of Bangladeshi currency is Taka 
 
 
Purdah Purdah is a system of keeping women off from the sight of men other than 
their immediate family members. It is a practice among Muslims that 
requires women to cover their face and body. Muslim women have to 
observe complete purdah at all times when they are in public. 
 
 
Jakat Jakat refers to spending a fixed portion of one's wealth for the poor and 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
  
 In recent years the number of female-headed households (FHHs) has grown 
rapidly throughout the world. The growth rate of female-headed households has been 
increasing in North America, Latin America, Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, and Asia 
(Buvinic and Youssef, 1978; Folbre, 1991). In the United States, Canada, and North 
Western Europe about 20 percent of all households are believed to be headed by women 
(Folbre, 1991). In the Third World, it is estimated that approximately one third of all 
households are headed by women (Buvinic and Youssef, 1978; Rosenhouse, 1989; 
Tinker, 1990). Central America and Sub-Saharan Africa are the regions with the highest 
proportions of FHHs. In countries of South- East Asia, there is evidence of “a marked 
increase in female supported, if not female-headed households, …that are beginning to be 
harder hit by economic crises and economic adjustment policies” (Population Council and 
International Center for Research on Women, 1988,p.3). Increasing rate of divorce, 
separation, and abandonment could be reasons for the increasing number of female heads 
of households. Moreover, in changing societies, women are becoming more financially 
independent and they prefer an end to abusive marriage and are no longer willing to bear 
injustice in the family. This may also increase the incidence of female headship.   
 One of the most striking features of the incidence of FHHs in many countries is 
that it is disproportionately over-represented among the poor. This is generally true for 
both developed and developing countries (Folber, 1991). In the United States, poverty 
rate had been very high among female-headed households between 1977 to 1999 (Brown 
and Kesselring, 2003). In a number of Latin American countries, such as Brazil, Costa 
Rica, Peru and Chile, the proportion of FHHs who were poor ranged from 25 to 40 
1
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percent, which was far higher than the poverty rates of other households. Similar statistics 
were found for Kenya, Nairobi, and Malawi (Population Council and International Center 
for Research on Women, 1988). 
In Asia, evidence also shows a dismal picture of poverty among FHHs. For 
example, in a survey conducted in Kerala, India, it was found that FHHs constituted 54 
percent of the “poorest of the poor” whereas the destitute rate for the whole sample was 
only 16 percent (Mencher, 1993). The general picture of FHHs is that it “constitute a 
major section of the poor in all countries, and…they might be the poorest of them all” 
(Buvinic and Youssef, 1978, p.5) 
Women, especially those in developing countries, are thought to bear a high 
proportion of the burden of poverty. The Beijing Platform for Action refers to the 
feminization of poverty. It is frequently asserted that 70 percent of the world’s poor are 
women (United Nations Development Fund for Women, 2000). In the Beijing 
Conference, it was estimated that 60% of the world’s one billion rural people are female; 
and female-headed households are increasing worldwide, with the divorced, widowed or 
single women, falling deeper into poverty (United Nations, 1995). 
Bangladesh is known to be one of the poorest countries in the world and 
Bangladeshi women are considered the poorest among the poor (Mannan, 2000). They are 
not only poor, but also prejudiced by customs and beliefs, and are struggling against 
patriarchal dominance in the society. The situation becomes worse for households headed 
by women.  
Empirical evidence suggests that in Bangladesh, the number of households below 
the poverty line is significantly higher for female- than for male-headed households. Over 
95 percent of the female-headed households in Bangladesh are considered to fall below 
the poverty line (UNDP, 1996). In Bangladesh, 15.4 percent of the households are headed 
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by women (BBS, 1996), but the actual percentage could be around 20-30 percent (Afsar, 
1996; Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs,1998). A survey by Afsar (1996) of 
female-headed households in urban slums and squatter settlements of Dhaka city found 
that these households were severely poor. 
 
The rise of the FHHs in Bangladesh 
In Bangladesh there are de jure and de facto female heads of households. The de 
jure or legal women heads of households are widowed, divorced, abandoned and single 
women who support themselves and their dependents. In rural Bangladesh, widowed or 
abandoned women who are landless may live in a tiny plot next to a male relative’s 
homestead, but they may be financially responsible for themselves and their children. 
Kabeer (1994) asserts that women are becoming more vulnerable as men increasingly 
abandon their families in the face of poverty. According to the 1991 census of 
Bangladesh, more than a quarter of the women aged 45-49 years are either widowed or 
divorced while one out of every ten women in the age group of 35-39 years are either 
widowed or divorced. The dissolution of marriage, either by divorce or by death of the 
husband, has disastrous consequences for the family. A large number of widowed, 
divorced or destitute women, without grown up sons or male family members, become 
heads of the household and very often find it difficult to maintain the family. The end of 
marriage often leads to social rejection, which has serious economic consequences for the 
families. Death of an adult male earning member, who may be a relative other than 
husband in some households, may also bring about such a situation. 
Sometimes urban migration is a survival strategy, open to these poor FHHs. 
Siddiqui, Qudir, Alamgir, and Huq (1990) interviewed 75 FHHs in Dhaka in 1986 and 
presented the stories of women driven from the rural areas by the “push” of increasing 
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poverty. Their plight continued in the city, where they lived in slums and received no 
relief from the government or NGOs. They were “push” migrants, with little or no links 
with their villages. The survival strategy open to them was earning a wage from domestic 
housemaid work, breaking bricks, or informal small trading. 
 Examining the processes through which women become heads, Kabeer (1989) 
suggests the following classifications of FHHs: 
a) Female-headed households in which all decisions are taken by women, because there 
are no males present, as a result of being widowed, divorced or deserted. 
b) Female-supported households where women are the main providers because males 
are ill, unemployed, or unwilling to work. 
c) Female-managed households where male members are temporarily absent (may have 
migrated in search of employment) and women are required to run the household on 
their behalf.  
 The first instance represents households where women are the de jure heads and 
the following two refer to types of households where women become the de facto heads.  
Safilios-Rothschild and Mahmud (1989) found that when the data on de jure female 
heads was added to that of de facto female heads created through the husband’s 
migration, the women in fact headed 26.2 percent of all the farm households in which 
they made all agricultural decisions. Based on the Agriculture Sector Review (ASR) 
survey data, the authors concluded that women are in fact heads and make agricultural 
decisions in a much larger number of farm households than what is evident from official 
statistics.     
The disadvantages of the female heads of households in Bangladesh 
Women who head households are worthy of especial attention because they are 
seriously disadvantaged: they experience the burdens of poverty, gender discrimination 
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and lack of support as heads of households (Jazairy, cited in Bavinic & Gupta, 1997). The 
female heads of households in Bangladesh also seem to face these triple disadvantages. 
Absence of a male head leads to increase in vulnerability for women and their 
dependents living in marginal and landless households in Bangladesh. Women also face 
problems with regard to cultural resources, state funded entitlements, negotiations with 
community and the market. In Bangladesh, more women than men are falling into the 
poverty trap under the existing discriminatory socio-cultural norms and practices. The 
prevailing socio-cultural norms (e.g.“purdah”), lack of employment opportunity, 
discrimination in employment and the notion that women’s income is secondary and 
complimentary, have led to a sharp rise in the proportion of women among the poor. The 
most vulnerable are the divorced, separated, abandoned and widowed women, who are 
heads in a sizeable number of households. Over 95 percent of female-headed households 
in Bangladesh have been assessed to fall below the poverty line (UNDP,1996). The 
burden of poverty was observed to be experienced disproportionately by women. On an 
average, it was found that women had a nutritional intake which was only 88 percent of 
men and their wage rate was only 46 percent of what men earned (UNDP,1996).  
The income levels in FHHs are usually significantly lower than that of male-
headed households. As the Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (Hamid, 1992) 
indicates; women heads spent three fifths of their income on family food expenses as 
opposed to male heads who spent only half of their earnings on food. The higher ratio of 
food expenditure compared to non-food expenditure by women indicates their 
economically poorer condition.  
While eight percent of male-headed households fell within the category of 
hardcore poor, the corresponding figure for FHHs was found to be 40 percent (United 
Nations Report, 1994). Female-headed households, on an average, had an income, which 
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was 40 percent below than that of male-headed households in 1988-89. The overall 
female-headed households earned an average monthly income which was 55 percent of 
that earned by the average households. At the same time, the de jure female-headed 
households’ average monthly income was even lower – 42 percent of that earned by an 
average household (Mannan, 1989). Thus from these data, female-headed and female-
managed households appear to represent one of the most vulnerable social groups within 
the society. In a recent study on poverty and vulnerability in Dhaka slums, Pryer (2003, 
p.53) asserts that “despite having some economic independence, women in female headed 
households are worse off on most indicators of well-being, because of multiple forms of 
discrimination”.  
The social system in Bangladesh is patriarchal and most of the women are 
dependent on men. This is typical, largely in Muslim society. In a traditional Muslim 
society like Bangladesh, women’s activities are limited within the household arena and 
since birth they are primarily trained to perform the roles of a docile daughter, a 
compliant wife, and a dependent mother (Chaudury & Ahmed, 1980). From early 
childhood, a girl is trained to fit into the only socially acceptable role of a wife and a 
mother (Jahan, 1975). The majority of women are married by the age of 18 and a good 
marriage is regarded as the goal of a women’s life. For women with lower socio-
economic and educational status, particularly in rural areas of Bangladesh, early and 
frequent pregnancies are the way of life and bearing and rearing children become the 
main purpose of their lives. Therefore, as Zaman (1996, p.8) argues, “patriarchy as a 
system denies women’s socio-economic autonomy and diminishes the social recognition 
of the productive role of women at every stage of their lives”.  
 When women become heads of their households, mostly due to the dissolution of 
marriage either by divorce or by the death of the husband, they often face economic, 
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social, and cultural constraints to cope with the newly adverse situation. Islam (1993) 
provides evidence that women head of households are not allowed to participate in the 
“salish” (village council), negotiate weddings, and carry out marketing activities in 
public. She asserts that while female heads may be freed from male control at the 
household level, they are often subjected to societal patriarchal control at a more 
significant degree and their access to resources is also severely restricted.  
Due to the prevailing patriarchal and socio-cultural norms, Bangladesh is also 
characterized by marked gender discrimination. The mobility of rural women is strictly 
influenced and curtailed by the practice of “purdah” (veil), that is, the traditional 
seclusion of women. The overall low level of economic development, strong cultural 
norms defining the roles of women, sex segregation, and the structures of “purdah” have 
all combined to exclude women from all the important sources of wage employment and 
income generation, including the cultivation of their own land (Cain, Khanam, and Nahar, 
1979; Mahmud, 1996). 
 A typical woman in Bangladesh usually spends her life as a dependent and has a 
lower social status. First, she is dependent on her father, then on her husband and finally 
on her son/s. According to Ellicson (1975), women in Bangladesh are raised as 
dependents and learn to fear independence. The only relatively independent women are 
the middle-aged and early widowed, divorced or abandoned women without sons to 
support them. In fact, these women act as heads of the households and are forced to be 
independent for survival. In the village they studied, Cain, Khanam, and Nahar, (1979) 
found a very high ratio of labor force participation among female-headed households- 91 
percent against a national (rural) average of less than 5 percent. However, most women 
face strong opposition in stepping outside the home, both from relatives and the 
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community, and stand to lose their esteem and prestige in the society, “The less a woman 
goes outside, the more respect she gains” (Zaman,1996, p.66).   
In a patriarchal society like Bangladesh where gender discrimination is the norm, 
it is no wonder that when women are able to find an employment or participate in the 
labor force despite all the constraints, they receive lower wages compared to men. 
Women’s ability to work is constrained within the narrower parameters imposed by 
“purdah” (veil) and also by their domestic obligations. They are less likely to be 
remunerated, and generally receive lower returns (Kabeer, 1994). The female/male wage 
ratio is 0.5 in the formal sector, 0.6 in the non-agricultural sector, and 0.66 in the 
agricultural sector (Hamid, 1992). This indicates an extensive under-valuation of 
women’s skills in almost all sectors of economy. 
In Bangladesh, daughters inherit land, though less land than sons, under Islamic 
law. However, women seldom enforce their entitlements to land, preferring to waive it in 
favor of their brothers, in exchange for a claim to their protection in case of widowhood, 
abandonment, or divorce (Kabeer, 1994). Similarly the women, who are forced to head 
their households, usually do not claim their inherited land. But ironically, there are many 
widowed, divorced and abandoned women who do not even get the support of the 
extended family. Most of these households are either single-member or nuclear type, 
consisting of only one member (i.e. the woman herself) or, the woman with her minor 
children (Hamid, 1992). It appears that in the last few decades, the number of such 
households has increased. 
 
FHHs in urban poor communities 
In Bangladesh, 14 percent of the urban population lives below the national 
poverty line and the largest gap between the rich and the poor is evident in the urban 
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areas (World Bank, 2000-2001, cited in Pryer, 2003). The number of slum settlements has 
grown rapidly in recent years and the urban poor are now estimated to be around 11 
million, or 37 percent of the urban population (Government of Bangladesh, 1990; World 
Bank, 2000-2001, cited in Pryer, 2003). A study on Dhaka slums (Pryer, 2003) found that 
out of 732 households, 11 percent were headed by women. The study also suggested that 
within the most vulnerable groups in the slum area, 40 percent were female-headed 
households with the lowest income and expenditure. While almost all male household-
heads were still married, the female household-heads were found to be mainly single 
(either widowed, divorced or separated).  
There is some evidence that marital dissolution is often a precursor to migration 
by women. These female migrants often end their journey in an urban slum area and 
emerge as female heads of the household. These female-headed households are a 
particularly vulnerable group in Bangladesh and they have the lowest level of income, 
with the lowest number of days worked per month and spend less than any other group on 
food (Pryer, 2003). 
In a different study (Pryer, 1993) of a slum in Khulna, a major city of Bangladesh, 
34 percent of the households in the most vulnerable group were found to be female-
headed. There were high levels of female and child labor participation among these FHHs 
and high levels of chronically ill adult males, who were incapacitated from employment. 
These FHHs had the least potential to reproduce and could be considered potentially the 
most vulnerable group within the slum.  
In sum, female-headed households in Bangladesh are disadvantaged due to the 
gender biases in employment and wages, and generally are found to have significantly 
less access to and control over land, greater dependence on wage, a higher incidence of 
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involuntary unemployment, and a lower level of education and literacy than male-headed 
households. 
The past research on the livelihood and survival strategies of poor people in 
Bangladesh has largely focused on rural areas. There have been very few systematic 
studies of the forms of vulnerable livelihoods in urban areas of Bangladesh. Hence, the 
present study will investigate the livelihood, constraints and coping strategies of the 
female heads of households who are particularly vulnerable in urban poor communities.  
 
Significance and Objectives of the Study 
All women in the poorest communities face severe constraints in gaining access to 
development resources, and attaining remuneration and sustainable employment, but 
women in FHHs, who provide the primary source of support for their families, are highly 
likely to face additional problems and constraints. In order to design and develop 
programs and interventions that may be effective in addressing their needs, it is essential 
to understand these constraints. 
A large number of female-headed households are found in urban areas, mainly in 
slums. According to UN-HABITAT’s publication “The Challenge of Slums: Global 
Report on Human Settlements” (2003), most of the migrant women end up living in urban 
slums, and thus become victims of a phenomenon now known as the feminization of 
urban poverty. In slums, where housing is sub-standard, female-headed households suffer 
the most from many environmental and social constraints. Therefore, empirical 
knowledge about the constraints encountered by the female heads of households living in 
urban poor communities of Bangladesh, as well as their strategies to cope with the 
adversities, will provide some useful insight for social workers and policy makers to have 
a better understanding about the needs of female heads of households in Bangladesh.     
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The present research will investigate the socio-economic background of FHHs in 
Bangladeshi urban poor communities, their problems and coping strategies. 
The following are the objectives of the research: 
1. To assess the socio-economic background of the female-headed households in 
urban poor communities of Bangladesh 
2. To identify the problems and constraints faced by the female heads of households 
3. To find out the different strategies that female heads of households develop in 
order to cope with the adverse situations. 
4. To identify factors influencing the coping process of the female heads. 
 
Research Questions 
In the present study, the researcher will address the following questions: 
i) What are the pre-disposing factors of FHHs in urban poor communities? 
ii) What are the characteristics of the FHHs in urban poor communities? 
iii) What resources are available for the FHHs to cope with their situations? 
iv) What are the constraints faced and coping strategies adopted by the female 
heads? 
v) Do cultural values and beliefs influence coping strategies of female heads? 
Hypotheses 
In view of this research, the following hypotheses are proposed: 
i) Bangladeshi women become household-heads only when there are no 
adult males in the households. 
ii) Female-headed households face scarcity of tangible resources. 
The next chapter will focus on the literature review and conceptual framework of this 
study. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 
 
In recent years, research on female-headed household has shown that their 
statistical incidence is surprisingly high and that their numbers are apparently increasing 
in both developing and industrialized countries (Youseff,1984, cited by Singh, 1993). 
 A number of studies have been conducted to investigate the relationship between 
female-headed households and poverty (Pressman, 2002; Quisumbing et al.,1995; 
Buvinic and Gupta, 1997; Barros, Fox and Mendonka, 1997; Fuwa, 2000; Klasen,2000; 
Hamdok, 1999; Mencher, 1993; Lewis, 1993). The general findings of the studies indicate 
that the FHHs are more likely to be poor as compared to other households. From the 
literature review, it appeared that in low-income countries such as Kenya, Ghana, 
Zimbabwe, India, and Bangladesh, and lower-middle income countries like Brazil, 
Jamaica, and Sri Lanka, FHHs experience the burden of poverty and face economic 
constraints like lower wages despite the long working hours as compared to their male 
counterparts, and less opportunities for more remunerative employments. Even in some 
upper-middle income countries such as Panama (Fuwa,2000) and South Africa 
(Posel,2001; Klasen,2000), FHHs are more likely to be in the lower income group. Some 
studies have also explored the socio-demographic characteristics and the determinants of 
female headed households (Handa,1996; Posel,2001; Kennedy and Haddad, 1994; 
Manh,1996; Morada et al., 2001; Islam,1993;  Mannan, 2000).  
 
Literature Review 
Cross- National research on FHHs 
Pressman’s study (2002) compared the poverty rates for female-headed households 
(FHHs) with poverty rates for other households in a number of developed and transitional 
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economies. It also explained the reasons for being poor for the FHHs compared with 
other households. The study used the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), which contains 
an international micro data set on a large number of income and socio-demographic 
variables from twenty-five nations. The study found that the poverty gap between FHHs 
and other households was relatively large in some countries during the late 1980s and 
early 1990s (Canada, Australia, Russia, United States), was moderate in other countries 
(Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Israel, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Sweden, Taiwan and U.K.) and was very low in other nations (Belgium1992, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, the Slovak Republic, Spain, Poland and 
Switzerland). The study suggested that age or education could not explain the gender 
poverty gap between FHHs and other households, rather fiscal policy was able to explain 
a large proportion of the gap. The study also suggested that nations which used fiscal 
policy aggressively to assist low income households, had much lower poverty rates for 
FHHs and lower gender poverty gaps, whereas nations which spent less money to assist 
low income households, had much higher poverty rates for female-headed households and 
wide gender poverty gaps. Finally, the study concluded that improving the skills and 
education level of women was not likely to be effective for improving economic 
condition of poor FHHs. To deal with the problems of feminized poverty, fiscal policy 
must focus more on the problems of low income FHHs. The study used the LIS database, 
which employed common definitions and concepts so that variables were measured 
according to uniform standards across countries. As a result, the cross national income 
data that was analyzed and the socio- economic variables that were examined had 
comparability. However, the study analyzed data sets mostly from the developed 
countries and data from South and South-east Asian countries had not been explored. The 
study tested the human capital theory and the impact of fiscal policy to explain the gender 
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poverty gap. However, the feminist approach, which looks to discrimination as the cause 
of the gender poverty gap, was not tested. In many countries of the world, women receive 
lower pay than men due to the negative societal view about the worth of women. Further, 
due to the occupational sex segregation, women tend to engage in lowly paid and tedious 
jobs. The greater gender discrimination against women in the market place causes the 
lower earning of women that results in a higher gender poverty gap. Therefore, the 
feminist approach can be useful in explaining the gender poverty gap between FHHs and 
other households, particularly in the developing countries where women experience 
gender discrimination in almost every facet of their lives. 
 Quisumbing, Haddad, and Pena (1995) conducted a study in 10 developing 
countries to investigate the association between gender and poverty. The study used 
household survey data collected by International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), 
its affiliations and the World Bank to calculate poverty indices in Botswana, Ethiopia, 
Madagascar, Rwanda, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal, Honduras and Ghana for male and 
female-headed households. The study found weak evidence that female-headed 
households were over represented among the poor. However, the study suggested that 
there was a high level of poverty among FHHs in only two countries, Bangladesh and 
Ghana. In these countries the data suggested that cultural and institutional factors might 
be responsible for this disparity. Their general conclusion was that “differences between 
male and female-headed households among the very poor are not sufficiently large that 
one can conclude that one is unambiguously worse or better-off, expect for a few 
exceptions” (p.28). The diversity among male and female-headed households was not 
considered in the study. The study used secondary data and tested variables like income, 
expenditure poverty. However, other variables in addition to income, such as family size, 
education level of the female heads, employment opportunities could have been studied. 
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As for example, in Bangladesh, women have lower educational attainment as compared to 
men, consequently they lack more remunerative employment opportunities. Therefore, it 
could be argued that in investigating the association between gender and poverty, factors 
like education level, skills and training, and employment opportunities of the female 
heads could be considered. Rather than looking at income poverty only, social research 
should consider the intangible aspect of poverty, as it could be interpretive in explaining 
the poor conditions of the FHHs.  
Buvinic and Gupta (1997) reviewed information from 61 studies, which were 
carried out in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Caribbean countries. The studies used a 
variety of poverty indicators such as total or per capita income, mean income per adult 
equivalence, total or per capita consumption expenditures, and access to services and 
ownership of land and asset. Thirty-eight of the 61 studies found that female-headed 
households were over represented among the poor. Fifteen other studies found that 
poverty was associated with certain types of female heads or the association emerged for 
certain poverty indicators. Only eight of the 61 reports (13%) showed no empirical 
evidence of the greater poverty of FHHs as compared to male headed households. The 
result also suggested that the positive association between female headship and poverty 
points to three sets of factors responsible for the greater poverty of these households: 
i) Characteristics of household composition, as FHHs often carry a higher 
dependency burden. In other words, they tend to contain a higher ratio of non 
workers to workers than do other households. 
ii) The gender of the main earner leads to the situation of poverty. The main 
earners of the FHHs are women, who have lower average earnings than men, 
fewer assets and less access to remunerative jobs and productive resources 
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such as land, capital and technology. This gender related economic gap 
contributes to the economic vulnerability of FHHs. 
iii) Besides these two factors, the women who head households have to play their 
roles as the main earners and also fulfill home production or domestic roles. 
Therefore, they face greater time and mobility constraints than the male heads 
and as a result, the female heads prefer to work fewer hours or choose lower 
paying jobs. The responsibility of children and house keeping, along with 
income generation, make it difficult for female heads to opt for regular labor 
activities to increase their wages. 
 The limited research on FHHs in Bangladesh also suggests that the FHHs in 
Bangladesh are smaller in size as compared to other households and lack other earning 
member(s) (Mannan, 2000), the female heads experience discrimination in accessing 
better paying employment and receive lower wages, and they are over burdened with 
responsibilities (Islam,1993). 
In view of the above discussion, it could be proposed that the implementation of 
the policies that expand economic opportunities for all women in general, and the female 
heads in particular, may reduce the vulnerability to poverty of FHHs. 
 
Studies on FHHs in Latin America and Caribbean Countries 
A substantial number of recent studies provide evidence of systematic differences 
between couple-headed and female-headed households across a variety of labor market 
and other household behaviors and conditions from a number of developing countries, 
including several in Latin America (Barros et al., 1997; Bavinic & Gupta, 1997; Handa, 
1996) (DeGraff & Bilsborrow, 1993; De Vos, 1992; Rosenhouse, 1988, cited in Connelly, 
DeGraff and Levison, 2001). Connelly, DeGraff and Levison (2001) suggested that there 
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is a strong positive effect of being a female head of household on hours of work in Brazil. 
The study used data from an annual national household survey of a large sample of 38000 
households, produced by the Brazillian census bureau. The study suggested that the 
women without husbands, who were sole heads of households, were much more likely to 
be employed, and they also worked longer hours as compared to women with husbands. 
However, they indicated some factors, which significantly affect the employment 
decision of female heads such as predicted wages, years of schooling, the number and 
ages of pre school-aged children, and the availability of potential alternative care givers.  
Another study in Brazil (Barros, Fox & Mendonka, 1997) analyzed the 
characteristics and behavior of female-headed households in urban Brazil and identified 
some of the consequences of poverty and female headship for children in these 
households. The study used data from the 1984 Brazilian household sample survey and 
found that one-fifth of all households in metropolitan areas in Brazil were headed by 
women. The study revealed the fact that FHHs in urban Brazil were a heterogeneous 
group including rich and poor, widows and divorcees and included a number of male 
earners. However, the data suggested that FHHs in Brazil were more likely to be in 
poverty at any point in time than were male-headed households, and those FHHs with 
children (which comprised less than one half of the total) had a much higher probability 
of being poor. 
 The study also suggested that the main reason for this lower income of FHHs was 
not a lower number of earners per capita but the lower earning power of these earners 
(female heads). As women tended to earn less on average than do men in Brazil, a 
household lacking male-earned income supply had a much higher probability of being 
poor. Finally, an important finding of the study was that poor children were quite likely to 
live in female-headed households, children in these households were less likely to attend 
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school and are more likely to work. From the analysis of this study it can be said that, 
raising female head’s incomes, especially those female heads with children, could be an 
important element of a poverty alleviation strategy. 
The study by Handa (1996) revealed the characteristics and determinants of FHHs 
in Jamaica. The study suggested that in Jamaica FHHs represented 42 percent of all 
households (one of the highest in the world) and these FHHs were a response to local 
social and economic conditions. According to Handa, a woman became a female head 
due to separation, widowhood or divorce and the inability of the male to fulfill his role as 
economic provider. These types of households were often the poorest. The study 
indicated that FHHs had a higher per capita expenditure than women in male-headed 
households, slightly fewer children of all ages, received 50 percent more in remittances, 
and were more likely to live in urban areas. In addition female heads were slightly older 
and less educated than married female spouses, they spent more of their household budget 
on basic needs expenditures and worked more hours than female spouses. 
The study also indicated that, in Jamaica, FHHs were often consanguineous, 
consisting of two sisters or a mother and daughter living and maintaining a household 
together, and a reason for this was the relatively lower wages women received in the labor 
market for work of equal value to that of men. This unique residential pattern of women 
appeared to be a survival strategy in response to local economic conditions. The 
researcher argued that in the poor economies of the Caribbean, the high incidence of 
FHHs could be interpreted as the result of women actively choosing their residential 
status in order to secure the well-being of themselves and their children.      
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Studies on FHHs in African Countries 
Kennedy and Haddad (1994) compared the data sets from Kenya and Ghana and 
suggested that there were differences in demographic characteristics, income and pre-
schooler nutritional outcomes among different types of FHHs in these countries. The 
study found that the FHHs accounted for 17 and 30 percent of all households in Kenya 
and Ghana respectively. In both countries, FHHs in general, had a larger dependency ratio 
than male-headed households. In each of the countries male-headed households had 
proportionately more potential income earners than do FHHs. In addition, per capita total 
expenditure in male-headed households was 11 percent higher than FHHs in Kenya and 
two percent higher in Ghana. However, when FHHs were disaggregated, the data 
indicated that not all FHHs were among the poorest. In Kenya, the poorest households 
were the de facto FHHs which were significantly poorer than male-headed households. In 
contrast, the de jure FHHs were the poorest group in Ghana while de facto group were the 
richest. The study indicated that the difference in overall incomes in Kenya, but not in 
Ghana, were somewhat related to gender and type of household head.  
Interestingly, the study found that in spite of lower household per capita 
expenditures, pre-school children from FHHs in Kenya did at least as well, on average, as 
children from male-headed households, according to the nutritional status measure 
weight-for-age. In Kenya, children from the poorest de facto households actually did 
significantly better than pre-schoolers in the poorest male-headed households. However, 
there were no significant differences in the nutritional status among different types of 
FHHs in Ghana. Finally the study indicated that child nutritional outcomes were likely to 
be influenced more by the complex interactions between income, gender of household 
head, and gender of the pre-schooler, rather than the independent effect of any of the 
three variables. 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 20
A study conducted by Hamdok (1999) referred to the “juvenization and 
feminization of poverty” (p.297) in Zimbabwe as the study found greater incidence of 
child poverty and poverty among female headed households. The study discussed the 
Poverty Assessment Study (PAS) carried out in Zimbabwe in 1995/96 and showed that 
the majority of FHHs, both in rural and urban areas, were among the very poor as 
opposed to male headed households, and this was mainly due to limited access and 
control over resources such as land, education, health, skills and employment 
opportunities. The study referred to other studies in Zambia and South Africa (World 
Bank 1994, 1996), where the findings were further confirmed. 
 
Studies on FHHs in South and South East Asian Countries 
 Loi’s study (1991) investigated the determinants and consequences of female 
headship in Vietnam. The study used data from 1989 census and 1991 Vietnam Life 
History Survey (VNLHS) and found that demographic variables (age, marital status) and 
household composition (presence of parents and adult children) were the most important 
factors predicting household headship of women. However, the significant effect of 
number of years of education suggested that female headship not only depended on 
demographic characteristics and household composition, but also on the socio-economic 
characteristics of the individual. The data from the 1989 census and VNLHS suggested 
that in Vietnam, about 32 percent of households were headed by women and in particular, 
about half of the urban households and nearly one-third of the rural households were 
headed by women. The data also suggested that there were remarkably different patterns 
of female headship for rural and urban areas. The data on the living conditions index and 
per-capita daily expenditure revealed the interesting finding that female-headed 
households generally were not worse off economically than male-headed households. 
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However, the study agreed that the 1989 census of Vietnam and the Life History Survey 
were not designed for clarifying issues associated with household headship, and the result 
from the analysis of these data served only as a preliminary basis for further studies. 
On the other hand, in a survey conducted in Kerala, India, it was found that 
female-headed households constituted 54 percent of the “poorest of the poor” whereas the 
destitute rate for the whole sample was only 16 percent (Mencher,1993; 222). In Tamil 
Nadu, India, households in the poorest of the poor category constituted 7% for all landless 
households and of these 50% were female-headed households. The study also suggested 
that there were a number of variables that affect these female household heads to cope, 
such as ownership of productive assets, caste of the households, a woman’s age and 
health, training in agricultural work, education, her relationships with extended kin, 
family relationships with local ‘big shots’ and politicians and other influential contacts. 
However, as India is a big country, the pattern and characteristics of FHHs could differ 
significantly in different states of the country and also in the rural and urban areas. The 
findings from Kerala might not apply elsewhere in India. 
Tripathy and Mishra’s study (2005) in a rural set up of Orissa, India, further 
confirmed the fact that the FHHs belonged to the lower income group as compared to 
MHHs and they also had a lower percentage of active working members in the 
households. The study found evidence that the FHHs tended to have poorer access to and 
control over resources, assets and services as compared to MHHs in the study location. 
The study suggested that limited occupational opportunities, casualisation and uncertainty 
of jobs, lack of institutional support, lesser access to land and agricultural technologies, 
lesser command over valuable assets and weak human capital endowment base, had 
exposed the FHHs to greater degrees of socio-economic risks and vulnerabilities than the 
MHHs. In conclusion, the study recommended targeting the FHHs in India for the 
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poverty alleviation and special developmental programs to improve the status of FHHs in 
the society. 
A study conducted by Morada et al. (2001), identified the increasing trend of 
female-headed households in Philippines. The study utilized the Public Use File (PUF) of 
the 1997 Labor Force Survey (LFS), conducted by the National Statistics Office (NSO), 
and found that FHHs were concentrated in the urban areas of Philippines. The study 
indicated that female headship in Philippines was mostly due to the death of the spouse 
and female heads were a lot older than their male counterparts- 54.0 years versus 45.5 
years. However, the study suggested that despite the female heads being older, FHHs did 
not appear to be disadvantaged, compared to the male-headed households. The study also 
suggested that in several dimensions, the FHHs appeared to be at a greater advantage, as 
they had a smaller household membership, which meant lesser cost to maintain; resided in 
urban areas, which meant greater access to tap more amenities and resources; more 
educated household members, which meant great employment and income potential; and 
more importantly, more members that were economically active, which meant more 
income and financial support. However, there was a need for a more comprehensive 
analysis to obtain more conclusive results on the characteristics of FHHs. A further 
improvement of this study could be done by linking the labor force survey with the 
Annual Poverty Indicator Survey of the NSO, to come up with indicators on the status of 
the living conditions of female-headed households and the male-headed households. On 
the other hand, a study conducted by Gongopadhya and Wadhwa (2003) revealed the 
reverse findings from India. They found that the FHHs were more vulnerable to poverty 
in the urban sector as compared to the rural sector in India.  
In a recent study on female headship in Sri Lanka, Ruwanpura and Humphries 
(2004) explored the problems, strategies and partial success of FHHs in the eastern part of 
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Sri Lanka. The authors mentioned the FHHs in the war-torn districts of eastern Sri Lanka 
as a “doubly disadvantaged and neglected group, a group in jeopardy economically and 
geographically” (p.174). In Sri Lanka, a fifth of households were female headed, which 
was a much higher percentage than in Bangladesh and Pakistan. In this study, the authors 
argued that the contributing factors for the relatively high Sri Lankan rate of female 
headship were the political and civil unrest in the country, as well as the out migration of 
men. However, they also suggested that the routes into female headship might vary by 
ethnicity. The study suggested that the widowhood was the prime cause of female 
headship for all ethnic groups in eastern Sri Lanka and the widowed constituted the 
majority, while the married women heads constituted the minority among the female 
heads of households. In eastern Sri Lanka, as the study suggested, the female heads were 
less likely to rely on traditional sources of support from extended kin, rather they were 
more likely to rely on themselves and on their children, for financial assistance. The study 
concluded that the female heads of households in Sri Lanka were struggling to make a life 
for themselves and their surviving family members and in so doing “they had acquired a 
pride in their achievements and sense of their own worth” (p. 200).  
 
Studies on FHHs in Bangladesh 
In Bangladesh, very little research has so far been carried out into examining the 
process through which FHHs are formed, their problems and needs. Some researchers 
studied the socio-economic background and survival strategies of FHHs in rural 
Bangladesh. In this regard, Islam (1993) suggested that poverty was the main contributing 
factor in the emergence of female-headed households in rural Bangladesh. The study also 
suggested that though freed from the control of the male at the household level, female 
heads continued to be subjected to patriarchy at the community level. The female heads 
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were, therefore, disadvantaged in their social relations and were victims of discrimination. 
Female heads were not allowed to participate in the salish (village council), negotiate 
weddings, or carry out marketing activities in public. 
Lewis (1993) reviewed existing literature concerning the poor condition of 
Bangladeshi women and revealed that poverty was a major feature of many FHHs, which 
depended heavily on wage labor, have lower levels of education, larger families, higher 
age groups, and less land than other households. It was also found that many FHHs were 
unable to compete for resources as efficiently as other households. 
 A more recent study conducted by Mannan (2000) revealed the socio-economic 
characteristics and survival strategies of the FHHs in rural Bangladesh. The study used 
primary data from 158 FHHs and 79 MHHs from three Bangladeshi villages. The data 
suggested that FHHs were over represented by widows, divorced or separated women, 
female heads work for lesser period in a year and in the lower paid occupation, and they 
were less likely to be literate. Moreover, FHHs were less likely to own land and modern 
consumer goods and were more likely to be in poor living conditions. The findings also 
suggested that females faced more time and income constraints. The study found that 
children in female-headed households were disadvantaged in terms of actual welfare 
outcomes (education and health outcome). 
 The research included 15 case studies and found that the main survival strategies 
open to poor FHHs were: paid household labor, lowly paid employment, construction 
laborer, and self-employment (farming and trading). 
 Here it could be mentioned that the researcher reviewed the literature that 
explored the female headship issues in developing countries. It was generally surveyed 
that the socio-economic conditions of FHHs in Bangladesh would be more congruent 
with the situations of FHHs in developing countries than developed countries. The 
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present study will investigate the socio-economic background, characteristics, constraints 
and coping strategies of female heads of households in urban poor communities of 
Bangladesh. The socio-economic background, demographic characteristics (age, marital 
status, level of education) and constraints as well as coping strategies applied by the 
female heads in developed countries, would be dissimilar from the female heads living in 
the poor communities of a developing country like Bangladesh, where the female heads 
are not only poor but also socially and culturally constrained by the male dominance of 
the society. For example, in a developed country like United States, though the poverty 
rate is high among the FHHs, a number of women who head the households are out of 
wedlock single mothers and many women prefer to remain single or become divorced, as 
the single women are not stigmatized for living without a male figure in the family 
(Brown and Kesselring, 2003). The above situation of FHHs in United States is almost 
opposite to the FHHs in Bangladesh. In Bangladesh, the females become heads of the 
households due to marital dissolution by death of husbands, divorce, or abandonment. 
The female heads experience the burden of poverty and societal discrimination for living 
without a male figure of authority. 
 Given the above reasons, the researcher reviewed literature regarding the FHHs in 
developing countries, which seem to be congruent with Bangladesh.    
 
From the studies reviewed above, some important factors have been revealed. 
First, the emergence of female-headed households is increasing throughout the world and 
a considerable number of studies illustrate this. However, most of the studies examined 
the relationship between FHHs and poverty. In many countries the FHHs are over 
represented among the poor (Pressman, 2002; Buvinic and Gupta, 1997; Barros, Fox and 
Mendonka, 1997; Fuwa, 2000; Posel, 2001; Mencher, 1993; Islam, 1993, Lews, 1993; 
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Mannan, 2000). But poverty is not the only characteristic of FHHs. The FHHs are not 
only economically disadvantaged but also disadvantaged by social and cultural factors 
like education, nutritional status, access to services and ownership of land and assets 
(Mencher,1993; Lews,1993; Mannan,2000). The holistic situation of FHHs (including 
economic, social and cultural) has been less examined. 
Second, most of the studies used secondary sources of data. However, it is 
important to collect primary data to obtain detailed and in depth information about the 
situations faced by the female heads. In addition, in order to design interventions, which 
are effective in addressing the needs of FHHs, it is important to understand their 
constraints. In Bangladesh, while there are some studies dealing with FHHs in rural areas, 
very few of them deal with socio-economic characteristics and problems of FHHs in 
urban areas. None of the studies have investigated the coping strategies of the female 
heads. More empirical studies are necessary in order to have a better understanding of the 
constraints and coping strategies of the female heads of households. Hence the present 
study will attempt to explore the socio-economic background, constraints, and coping 
strategies adopted by female heads of households in urban poor communities of 
Bangladesh. 
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Conceptual Framework 
Theories on coping can throw light on strategies adopted by female-headed 
households. In the proposed study, the researcher will apply the theory of coping as a 
process to explain the coping strategies of FHHs. 
 
Coping as a process: 
In the late 1970s a major new development in coping theory and research occurred 
in which the hierarchical view of coping, (Menninger,1954; Haan, 1969; Vaillant, 1977, 
cited in Lazarus and Folkman, 1984 ) with it’s trait or style emphasis, was abandoned in 
favor of a contrasting approach, which related coping as a process . From a process 
perspective, coping changes over time and in accordance with the situational context in 
which it occurs (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus and Launier, 1978; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) 
Taking a process oriented approach, coping is defined as  
“constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage external and/or internal 
demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.”  
                (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984, p.141) 
 This definition is consistent with the present research because besides looking at 
the efforts the female-heads put in meeting their demands, resources that the female heads 
can tap will also be explored. 
A process approach to coping has three main features. First, it is process oriented; 
coping refers to what the person actually thinks or does, and changes in the thoughts and 
actions as a situation unfolds. This approach contrasts with the structural, trait-oriented 
approach, which refer to what the person usually does, would do or should do. 
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Second, what the person thinks or does is examined within a specific context. The 
contextual approach highlights specific stressful situations as opposed to general stressful 
conditions. General stressful conditions are complex and ambiguous, which makes it 
difficult to identify what the person is coping with. 
Third, in the process approach, coping is defined without references to its 
outcome; it refers to efforts to manage, not the success of these efforts. There may be no 
universally good or bad coping process, though some might more often be better or worse 
than another. 
Coping efforts are constantly changing in response to changing perceptions and 
situations to deal with the stressful situations. In short, coping is a moving process in 
which a person must act or adjust in accordance to the change in the person-environment 
relationship. Any shift in this person-environment relationship will ultimately lead to a re-
evaluation of what is happening or reappraisal and thus influence the subsequent coping 
efforts. Hence, the coping process is constantly mediated by cognitive appraisals.  
Functions or Strategies of Coping:     
The theory of coping as a process emphasizes two major functions of coping, 
namely problem-focused and emotion-focused. 
 The “problem-focused coping” strategies are used to manage or alter the problem 
that is causing distress and the “emotion-focused coping” strategies are used to regulate 
emotional responses to the problem (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) mentioned that these two major functions of coping have been noted by other 
researchers, including George (1974), Kahn et al., (1964), Mechanic (1962) and Murphy 
(1974) and are also implicit in the models suggested by Pearlin and Schooler (1978) and 
White (1974). 
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Problem-focused forms of coping strategies include cognitive problem solving 
and decision making, inter-personal conflict resolution, information gathering, advice 
seeking, time management and goal setting as well as problem-oriented behaviors such as 
joining weight control programs, following a prescribed medical therapy, or allowing 
more time to travel from one place to another. 
Emotion-focused forms of coping include cognitive efforts that change the 
meaning of the situation, without changing the environment, through the use of strategies 
such as cognitive reframing, social comparisons minimization or looking on the bright 
side of things, behavioral efforts to make oneself feel better, as through the use of 
exercise, relaxation, mediations, support groups, religion, humor or talking to someone 
who cares and understands; and efforts to escape through the use of drugs or alcohol. 
In general, situations in which the demands are appraised as amenable to 
resolution or change calls for problem-focused forms of coping, whereas demands that 
are appraised as not changeable calls for emotion-focused forms of coping. “Problem-
focused” and “emotion-focused” forms of coping can be mutually facilitative and both 
forms of coping are used during the course of stressful encounters (Folkman & Lazarus, 
1980,1984). 
Coping Resources and Constraints: 
The way people actually cope depend heavily on the resources that are available 
to them and the constraints that inhibit use of these resources in the context of the specific 
stressful encounter. The coping process is influenced by available resources for coping, 
which include skills and abilities (e.g., analytic skills, mechanical ability), social 
resources (people from whom one can obtain tangible, emotional and informational 
support), physical resources (health and stamina), tangible resources (e.g., money with 
which to purchase goods and services), psychological resources (e.g., self efficacy beliefs, 
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morale, belief about God or general beliefs about control), and institutional, cultural, and 
political resources (e.g., agencies, social groups, and procedures for changing policies and 
laws). 
Some resources affect the options for coping in a given situation. Money, for 
example, greatly increases the coping options in many stressful situations by providing 
more effective access to legal, medical, financial and other professional assistance. 
Knowledge can also increase options for coping. Other resources such as energy and 
morale, primarily affect coping persistence. People who believe in their self-efficacy, for 
example, are more persistent in their coping efforts than are people who doubt their self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1982). 
Even though resources may be adequate, people might not use them to their fullest 
because to do so might create additional conflict and distress. The factors that restrict the 
ways an individual deals with the environment may be called constraints, some of which 
arise from personal agendas, others of which are environmental (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). Personal constraints include internalized cultural values and beliefs that proscribe 
certain types of actions or feelings, and psychological deficits and vulnerabilities that are 
unique to each individual. For example, although people might have access to appropriate 
social support, they may be reluctant to seek support because to do so imply they are 
inadequate or needy. Environmental constraints include demands that compete for the 
same resources and agencies or institutions that restricts coping efforts. A high level of 
threat can also prevent a person from using coping resources effectively (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984).       
Coping Effectiveness 
Though the coping process is theoretically intriguing, it is often difficult to 
identify what is successful coping. What may be effective at one time may not be so in 
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another. Effectiveness of coping depends on both the personal and environmental 
resources. In other words, the strategies used depend on the extent to which it is 
appropriate to the internal and/or external demands of the situation. Successful coping 
must have the three essentials: rationality, objective appraisal, and a sense of control 
Pearlin & Schooler (1978). 
However, coping is effective if and only if there is a good fit between coping 
commitments, beliefs and preferred style of coping. It is not the focus of this present 
study to see if the female heads have been coping successfully or not. The aim is to look 
at the female heads’ coping strategies, the resources mobilized when faced with demands 
or constraints and the coping behaviors exhibited. 
Social and Cultural Aspect of Coping    
The theory of coping as a process emphasizes on the relationship between the 
person and the environment in a specific context. Coping rarely takes place in a social 
vacuum and most stressful events of daily living involve other persons. Coping must, 
therefore, be viewed within a social and cultural context and as part of a dynamic social 
process.  
In a seminal paper that links coping and social support, Thoits (1986) discusses 
social support as coping assistance. She points out that there are some common functions 
of coping and social support. These include instrumental functions, emotional functions, 
and perceptional functions. Instrumental function in social support includes tangible 
assistance and aid, and in coping they include problem-focused coping. Emotional 
functions in social support include emotional support and in coping they include emotion-
focused coping. Perceptional support include informational support that alters perceptions 
of meaningful aspects of stressful situations, and in coping it includes cognitive 
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reappraisal or restructuring. Thoits’s purpose in linking coping and social support is to 
explicate how and when support is effective for coping. A second approach emphasizes 
social support as part of the contextual coping process. Pearlin & Schooler (1978) 
assessed advice seeking as an aspect of the coping process in their community study. 
The effectiveness of social support as coping assistance depends on a fit between 
the needs of the social support seekers and the resources of the social support provider. 
Social support can be more effective when there is a match between the needs elicited by 
the stressful event and the functions of available supports. A mismatch between the 
support seeker’s needs and the support provider’s strength not only will fail to produce 
beneficial effects, it may even make things worse. 
Whether or not social support is obtained successfully depends on the fit between 
the type of support needed and the type of relationship that exists between the support 
seeker and the support provider, as well as the psychological attributes of both of them. 
Overall, the more socially skillful a person is, the more problem-focused the person is, 
and the more positive his or her outlook, the more effective he or she is in obtaining 
social support (Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1987). 
With respect to the support provider, Lehman, Ellard, and Wortman (1986) 
suggest that support is more successfully provided when the provider is comfortable and 
not anxious. Over involvement on the part of the support provider may be less productive 
in the long run. Thoits (1986) suggests that socio-cultural and situational similarity 
enhance effective support because they increase the likelihood of empathic 
understanding. 
 Coping is not only related to social context but also linked with the cultural 
context. The responses of persons to the crisis are guided by their culture. The cultural 
context determines to a large extent the behavioral response of an individual in a certain 
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type of situation. For example, according to the cultural norms, Indian females learnt that 
when faced with stress especially in a domestic conflict, it is better to suffer in silence 
rather than to protest. Due to the socio-cultural environment, there are very limited 
options or avenues open to the Indian women in times of crisis (Mehta, 1990). In sum, 
women generally tend to adopt coping strategies which are socially and culturally 
approved.    
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Conceptual model 
The following conceptual model will be used to guide the study. The researcher 
will study the problems and constraints faced by the female heads and the coping 
strategies developed by them from the theoretical perspective of “coping as a process”. 
This conceptual model would illustrate an individual female head’s coping process.  
Micro-level and macro-level factors would be considered to study the coping 
process of a female head. Micro level factors, which can influence or restrict the coping 
strategies of female head, include 
a) demographic characteristics of FHHs 
b) socio-economic background of FHHs and nature of problems  
c) age and marital status of female head 
d) educational status of female head 
e) tangible resource of FHHs 
f) intangible/social resources of FHHs 
Macro level factors include 




e) government or non-government social service program for FHHs. 
The theory of coping as a process emphasizes two major functions or strategies of 
coping, problem focused and emotion focused. The researcher will examine the strategy 
or strategies applied by the female heads, using this framework.  
 
 

































Figure 1: Interplay of macro, family and micro level factors influencing the coping 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 
This chapter elaborates on the research methods used and the methodological 
issues related to this study. The findings of this study will be analyzed to identify the 
personal and environmental constraints faced by the female heads of households and to 
explore the coping strategies and resources available to the FHHs. Proposals on 
interventions to address the needs of FHHs and for improving their condition will be 
made. 
At this juncture the researcher would like to define some concepts.     
Concepts: 
1) Female-headed households: 
Buvinic and Youssef (1978) classified three situations in which female-heads emerge: 
i) the broad range of domestic situations typically characterized by the 
absence of a resident male head through widowhood, divorce, separation 
and desertion. 
ii) migration of male members for long periods 
iii) loss of economic function by resident males due to severe unemployment, 
disability, illness and male reluctance to accept jobs seen as status 
reducing . 
The first two categories of women-heads are ‘de jure’ heads and in the third 
category women are ‘de facto’ heads. In the present study both the de jure and de facto 
women heads will be considered. The criteria set for inclusion in the sample was that the 
female heads had to be the main bread winners of the family. In the case of migration of 
male members, the females had to be responsible for running the family and had control 
over family expenditures. 
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2) Single women  
 In this research, single women refers to single again women, who were married 
but became widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned by their husbands. These women 
became the heads of their households due to the dissolution of marriage and were living 
without any adult male member in the households. 
 
Research Design 
According to Baker (1998), the selection of a method will depend on the type of 
research problem and the stage of one’s thinking about it as well as the researcher’s 
personal interests. Both quantitative research and qualitative research have their own 
strengths and weaknesses, but neither research method is better than the other. In this 
study, both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to find out the different coping 
strategies adopted by the female-heads, as both quantitative and qualitative methods may 
be used appropriately with any research paradigm (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Brewer and 
Hunter (1989) stated that the multi method approach allows investigators to “attack a 
research problem with an arsenal of methods that have non overlapping weaknesses in 
addition to their complementary strengths” (p. 17). 
 In this study, the researcher chose the sequential mixed method design, what 
Creswell (1995) called a “two phase design”. The researcher conducted first a 
quantitative phase of study and later proceeded with a follow-up qualitative phase. 
 To explore the socio-economic background of FHHs, their problems and coping 
strategies, no single methodology is likely to be adequate. That is why the researcher used 
both quantitative and qualitative methods to clearly understand the condition of FHHs 
living in urban poor communities in Bangladesh. A survey was designed to collect 
systematic information about the socio-economic background of FHHs living in urban 
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poor communities, to examine the relation between the strategies adopted by female-
heads and variables such as age, marital status, education level, income, and occupation 
of the female-heads, number of children and family members, tangible and social 
resources available to the FHHs, and existing cultural beliefs and norms. Besides this, the 
researcher applied quantitative method to increase the generalizability of the results. The 
survey helped to select the female-heads to be interviewed for in-depth interviews. 
Through the qualitative interviews, detailed information was gathered about the social, 
economic and political problems faced by the female-heads and the coping strategies 
adopted by them. 
 A structured interview schedule was used as an instrument for collecting 




The study was conducted in Rajshahi city, which is the divisional headquarter and 
the only City Corporation of the northern zone of Bangladesh. Since it was not possible to 
know the total number of FHHs in Rajshahi city, the sample was chosen purposefully 
from various locations within the Rajshahi City Corporation. Despite efforts made, 
information concerning the total number of FHHs in the study area was not accessible 
from the government or NGO offices. The sample in this research referred to the female 
headed households living in poor communities of Rajshahi city, whose monthly income is 
3000 Taka or below.  
For the practical purpose of the research, the study site (Rajshahi city) was 
theoretically divided into four zones, covering all of the 30 wards. Zone-1 includes ward -
1 to ward-10; zone-2 includes ward no. 11, 12, 13, 20, 21 and 23; zone-3 includes ward 
no. 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19 and 26; zone-4 includes ward no. 24, 25, 27, 28, 29, and 30 
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(refer to appendix-3, for the location of the study areas). From each of this zone, a sample 
was drawn conveniently. Thus a total of 120 FHHs were selected from 20 different areas 
(urban poor communities) located at these zones in Rajshahi city. The female-heads of 
these households were interviewed and 10 respondents (who agreed to share detailed 
information/life story) from this pool were chosen for indepth interviews. 
 
Procedures of sampling 
To obtain the information about FHHs living in Rajshahi city, the researcher 
initially approached the Rajshahi City Corporation (RCC). In the beginning, the 
researcher contacted the public relation office of RCC to know whether any data was 
available regarding FHHs and the exact location of slum areas in Rajshahi city, because 
the researcher’s intention was to draw a sample from slum areas. Unfortunately, they 
could not provide the necessary information. The researcher found that RCC does not 
have any data regarding FHHs in Rajshahi city and the location of slum areas are not 
depicted in the city map. So the researcher started to explore the other government and 
non-government organizations existing in Rajshahi city. The researcher visited some local 
NGOs such as Association for Social Advancement (ASA), Association for Community 
Development (ACD), and government organizations like Urban Social Service Program 
(USS). These organizations are working for the development of poor women through 
micro-credit. However, none of these organizations expressed interest in female headship 
issue. 
Later the researcher found out about a project named “Local Partnership for Urban 
Poverty Alleviation Project” (LPUPA) funded by UNDP, which is working in 
collaboration with RCC. The LPUPA project is also not concerned about female-
headship, but they are working for the poverty alleviation for urban poor and they 
identified 82 poor communities within the Rajshahi city. They have conducted a survey 
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and identified these communities mainly based on low income (Taka 3000 or below per 
month). As the slum areas are not depicted in the city map, the researcher thought that it 
would be difficult to identify the slum areas and time consuming too. So the researcher 
decided to take the sample from the urban poor communities identified by the LPUPA 
project instead of slums. As the poor communities were identified by a demographic 
survey, the researcher was confident that the subjects in this study would be 
representative of poor female heads of households in Bangladesh. The director of LPUPA 
project, Md. Nazrul Islam, was very cooperative and he gave a chart indicating the urban 
poor communities in Rajshahi city. The researcher visited some poor communities with a 
fieldworker from LPUPA project and was introduced to some group leaders who helped 
her to identify the FHHs living in those communities. This further aided the researcher to 
select the female heads of household in accordance with the aim of the research. 
Given the sampling strategy, it is likely that the female heads in this study are not 
representative of all female heads of Bangladesh. The sample only represents a particular 
class of female heads. Therefore, the findings of this study are generalizable for those 
female heads, who are poor and are living in the urban poor communities in Bangladesh.   
Data Collection 
Pilot Study 
It is always desirable to conduct a pilot study before administering an interview 
schedule to the sample. A pilot study has an important role in ensuring that survey 
questionnaire  or the research instrument is reliable and relevant (Bryman, 2001). The 
researcher conducted a pilot study of 6 female-heads of households from a poor 
community. The pilot study helped the researcher to make changes to some questions, 
according to their relevance and to finalize the questionnaire. As there is scarcity of 
research on the coping strategies of FHHs, it seems to be a new research area in the 
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context of Bangladesh. That is why, in the pilot study the researcher used some open 
ended questions and besides the fixed answers, the respondents were encouraged to 
describe their problems and coping strategies. Thus, the pilot study helped the researcher 
to generate the fixed choice answers in the final questionnaire. 
The pilot study helped the researcher to identify some questions, which were not 
easy to answer or made respondents feel uncomfortable. For example, the respondents 
were asked to tell how many times they could eat fish or meat in a month and how much 
they spend on different kinds of foods. Their answers seemed very ambiguous so the 
researcher decided to change the question. In the main study, the respondents were asked 
about approximate monthly expenditure on food, treatment, and house rent and so on 
which were easy for them to answer. 
After the pilot study the researcher added some new relevant questions and 
revised some questions to improve the flow of future interviews. The researcher also 
conducted one pilot in-depth interview and gathered experience about how to probe for 
answers and empathize with the respondents. Thus the pilot study provided the researcher 
with some experience of using the interview schedule and enhanced a greater sense of 
confidence in her. 
 
Questionnaire  
To facilitate the standardized interview for the quantitative study, a structured 
questionnaire was used (see appendix 1). Each respondent received exactly the same set 
of questionnaire and the interviewers read out questions in the same order as they are 
printed on the schedule (Bryman, 2001). 
 Most of the questions were closed ended or fixed choice where respondents were 
presented with a set of fixed alternatives from which they had to choose an appropriate 
answer. Mostly the closed ended questions were used for various reasons. Closed 
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questions are easier and quicker to complete and it is easy to process answers. Closed 
questions reduce the possibility of variability in the recording of answers in structured 
interviewing and also enhance the comparability of answers. Moreover, closed questions 
may clarify the meaning of a question for respondents (Bryman, 2001). As most of the 
respondents in this study were uneducated, sometimes respondents may not be clear about 
what a question is getting at and the availability of answers may help to clarify the 
question for them. 
However, the closed questions have some disadvantages too. There is always the 
possibility that the respondents might come up with response, that is not covered by the 
provided fixed answers. To overcome this problem, a possible response category of 
“other” was included in every closed question to allow respondents to give an alternative 
answer. 
In addition to the closed questions, some open questions were also included in the 
questionnaire to allow room for the respondents to reply in their own words. Open-ended 
questions were used to explore some areas like the circumstances that made the 
respondents female-heads of households and the personal and social problems they are 
facing as female-heads. 
All the interviews comprised these 6 broad areas (the division is not shown in the 
questionnaire), which are consistent with the conceptual framework as well as research 
questions of this study: 
1. Demographic characteristics of FHHs 
2. Socio-economic background of FHHs 
3. Consciousness about health and hygiene 
4.  Tangible, human and social resources available to the FHHs 
5. Problems and constraints faced by the female-heads 
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6. Coping strategies (both problem-focused and emotion-focused) adopted by the 
female-heads of households. 
The questionnaire was first written in English and then translated in Bangla (the 
national language) as all the respondents were Bangla speaking. The translation was 
subjected to inter-rater validity process. 
 
Interviewing  
The interview is one of the main data collection tools in social research. “The 
methods of maintaining and generating conversations with people on a specific topic or a 
range of topics, and the interpretations which the social researchers make of the resultant 
data, constitute the fundamentals of interview and interviewing. Interviews yield rich 
insights into people’s experiences, opinions, aspirations, attitudes and feelings” 
(May,1997, p.109). In this research, a structured interview schedule was used for 
collecting data from the female-heads of households. 
Before the survey was conducted, the researcher submitted the ethics form to the 
Ethics Committee of the Department of Social Work and Psychology, National University 
of Singapore, for the approval of the research. The survey was started after the committee 
approved the research. The fieldwork was conducted from December 2004 to February 
2005 over a three month period. After the pilot study, it was found that the respondents 
were not available all the time. They preferred to be interviewed between 2-5 pm when 
they came back from their work places for a break. They had to go back to their work 
places before evening. Within this period the female heads had to cook for their families 
and do other household chores. Therefore, the researcher could conduct only one 
interview in a day if they stayed far from each other. Considering factors like the special 
needs of the respondents vis-à-vis availability for interviews, distance involved, and 
limited time for data collection, the researcher trained two interviewers, so that the field 
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work could be completed within the time schedule. To avoid the risk of interviewer 
variability, the two interviewers were trained and supervised by the researcher. Three 
briefing sessions were held to train the interviewers. First, the interviewers were provided 
with an introduction to the present study. The researcher gave them a copy of the 
questionnaire to read and understand the questions to be asked. The interviewers were 
asked to read out questions as they are written and follow the instructions in the interview 
schedule (e.g., in connection with filter questions). After conducting some interviews, the 
researcher examined the completed schedules to determine whether any questions were 
being left out or if they were being completed properly (Bryman,2001). 
Before starting the interview, the researcher introduced herself to the respondents 
as a postgraduate student of the National University of Singapore and explained the 
purpose of the research and the importance of respondent’s cooperation. All respondents 
were approached to give their consent to be interviewed regarding the research topic. The 
respondents were assured about the confidentiality of any information provided. In some 
cases, the respondents were probed to provide sufficient and complete information. At the 
end of every interview the researcher thanked the respondents for giving their time and 
cooperation.  
The researcher emphasized that the research work would not disrupt the 
respondent’s daily lifestyle. The time and place of the interview were dependent on the 
respondent’s convenience. Each interview took approximately 1 to 1.5 hours. Most of the 
interviews were done in the respondent’s home. 
A total of 132 respondents were interviewed by the researcher and the 
interviewers. The two interviewers interviewed 80 respondents (40+40) and the 
remaining 52 respondents were interviewed by the researcher. Twelve returned 
questionnaires were discarded due to incomplete responses, leaving 120 questionnaires to 
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be analyzed. During the survey data collection stage, 10 suitable expressive respondents 
were identified and the researcher asked them if they could share their experiences in 
detail and permit the researcher to interview them in future. Conscious effort was made to 
include both de jure (widow, divorced, separated, or abandoned women, who were solely 
responsible for running their family) and de facto (married female heads, where the 
resident male member was financially irresponsible) female heads for the in-depth 
interviews. Upon consent, the researcher arranged the in-depth interviews for 10 
respondents. As the respondents did not like the interviews to be tape-recorded, the 
researcher respected their choice. Therefore, at the end of each interview, the content of 
the interview was reconstructed and summarized on the same day.  
The problems and challenges in the fieldwork 
 While conducting the fieldwork, the first challenge faced by the researcher was to 
explain why the female heads were being interviewed and what was the purpose of this 
study. The respondents were very curious to know that if they would benefit from this 
study. Some of the respondents even asked whether the researcher would give something 
to them after the interview. This put the researcher in an embarrassing situation. 
However, the researcher explained that there could possibly be a long term impact for the 
female heads, if the study could draw the attention of the policy makers and she humbly 
requested them to cooperate. 
 The second constraint was the respondents’ time limitations. However, they 
willingly shared their life experiences with the researcher. The time constraints did not 
prevent in-depth sharing as they became emotional when talking about the difficulties 
they faced or the embarrassing situations they experienced as female heads. At first, the 
respondents were quite surprised to hear that the researcher was interested to know about 
their struggles and life experiences as female heads. They cried while talking about the 
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harsh realities of their life. Some participants expressed that the sessions were therapeutic 
for them. While listening to the stories of the female heads, the researcher understood in 
depth the societal barriers they faced as female heads in a male dominated society.  
 The above challenges were also faced by the two trained interviewers. 
Data coding and analysis 
In the questionnaire, there was demographic data along continuous scales such as 
income and education, or nominal scales such as marital status and religions. For the 
continuous data, the researcher put them along an ordinal scale, for example the estimated 
monthly income (1=below 500 Taka, 2=501-1000 Taka, 3=1001-1500 Taka, 4=1501-
2000 Taka, 5=2000 Taka and above). As a result, the central tendency of these data would 
be easily measured. In this study most of the data was in nominal scales. For the nominal 
data, the researcher just intended to calculate the percentages of cases in different 
categories, so numerical codes of nominal data were indicative of distinct groupings. 
There were also some filter questions like yes (1) or no (2) type items (do you face 
problems to go outside the home for daily work?). For these cases, frequency accounts 
and percentages were calculated.  
The data collected by survey questionnaires was analyzed using SPSS (version 
11.5). Prior to any substantial analysis, all data was checked for entry errors as well as 
missing values. The responses obtained from in depth interviews were coded manually 
and categorized into salient themes which were analyzed by the researcher.     
Ethical considerations 
The importance of ethical issues has been emphasized in many books regarding 
social research. The ethical principle governing research is that the respondents should 
not be harmed as a result of participating in the research, and they should give their 
informed consent to participate (Bowling, 1997). The participants have their rights to 
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informed consent and freedom from coercion to participate in social research 
(Kimmel,1988). This voluntary consent safeguards the freedom of the participant to 
choose to participate in the research or not, and reduces the legal liability of the 
researcher. Protecting participant’s privacy and confidentiality is a crucial ethical issue in 
social research. Identifiable information obtained in a social research, for example name, 
address and telephone numbers of the respondents should not be revealed to others by the 
researcher. In this research, data collection was started after the approval of the Ethics 
Committee of the department of Social Work and Psychology, NUS and the consent of 
female-heads who participated in this research, was also obtained. The respondents were 
assured about confidentiality of their identity. The researcher explained to them that they 
will not be identified or be identifiable in any way, because the data will be anonymized 
when entered into the computer. The respondents were also informed about the purpose 
of the research. Both quantitative and qualitative data obtained by this research will 
remain the property of the Department of Social Work and Psychology, NUS. They will 
not be used for any purpose other than academic pursuit.    
 
Limitations and strengths  
One of the limitations of this research is the lack of comparison between the 
female headed households and the male headed households. The research explored the 
constraints and coping strategies of the female heads only; it did not compare the 
conditions of female heads with their male counterparts. In fact, a number of studies 
(Hamid, 1992; Cain, Khanam, & Nahar, 1979; Kabeer, 1994; Islam, 1993; Mannan, 
2000) revealed that the FHHs are poorer than male headed households in Bangladesh and 
the female heads are more vulnerable as compared to their male counterparts. Hence, the 
focus of this study was on the female heads and their life situations. What the researcher 
did was to explore the coping strategies of female heads to obtain empirical knowledge 
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about what women do to survive as female heads in a patriarchal society. The researcher 
could not conduct a comparative study of male and female headed households due to the 
constraints of time and resources. 
Most of the interviews were conducted in the respondents’ homes. This made the 
respondents feel comfortable and free to talk about their life. However, relatives and 
neighbors were often curious observers. Sometimes they tended to interrupt the interview. 
To manage the situation, the researcher requested them to let the respondent speak for 
herself and directed the questions to the respondent. 
 This research explored a comparatively less studied area in the Bangladesh 
context. It is hoped that it would promote more future studies regarding the constraints 
and coping strategies of female heads and help to design interventions to improve the 
conditions of FHHs. One of the strengths of this research is that there was no language or 
cultural barriers between the researcher and the respondents. The researcher’s knowledge 
of the socio-economic conditions, cultural values and beliefs of the society helped her to 
understand the situations of the respondents and build rapport with them. The researcher’s 
qualification (as she was teaching in a university, situated in the same city, which was the 
research area of the study) also facilitated to achieve the credibility of the respondents and 
encourage them to participate. However, some degree of awareness of the dangers of 
‘myopic’ perspective in the study of one’s own ethnic community was needed. To 
overcome this limitation, the researcher tried to maintain an objective stance and analyzed 
the data critically.  
 The triangulation of qualitative and quantitative methods in this research was also 
a strength, which helped to obtain more reliable data.       
 The next three chapters will present and analyze the findings of the study. 
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Chapter Four: Overview and Profile of the Sample 
 
 
An overview of the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents will be 
presented in this chapter. Other characteristics of the respondents such as monthly 
income, consciousness about health and hygiene, living conditions and resources 
available to the respondents will also be presented in order to depict the socio-economic 
conditions of the FHHs living in urban poor communities in Rajshahi, Bangladesh. The 
chapter concludes by identifying the circumstances leading to female headship. 
 
Section I: Characteristics of the FHHs 
 
Demographic characteristics of the respondents 
Table 4-1 (on the next page) presents some demographic characteristics of the 
respondents. A total of 120 participants from 20 urban poor communities in the city of 
Rajshahi, Bangladesh, were interviewed for the study. 
 The distribution of respondents’ age shows that the female-heads belonged to a 
wide age range (from 22 years to 69 years), while the majority of the respondents (72%) 
were middle aged (between 30 and 49 years). In Bangladesh, usually younger women are 
not able to take charge of their households because the society still resists headship by 
younger women. As Islam (1993) suggested, “although the traditional practice of 
domestication of women has been relaxed to some extent by the rural society, the practice 
is still relatively rigorously applied to younger women, for the sake of maintaining the 
moral tone of the society” (p. 236). This was also found to be true in the urban poor 
communities in Rajshahi. 
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Religious affiliation of the respondents show that the majority (91.7%) were Muslims, as 
Bangladesh is a Muslim country. Only 8.3% were Hindus. No one among the respondents 
was found to be of Christian and Buddhist background.  
Regarding marital status, the distribution shows that the respondents were mostly 
widowed and abandoned by their husbands (21.7% and 22.5%, respectively). A third of 
the sample (34.1%) was married. These women were living with their disabled husbands, 
and in some cases, husbands were either unwilling to work or working in another city. 
None of the women in the sample was unmarried. This is understandable in the 
Bangladesh context, because usually unmarried women remain under the guardianship of 
the parents or the kin-group until they are married.  
 
Table 4-1 




Age ( in years)   
      < 30 17 14.2 
      30-39 52 43.3 
      40-49 34 28.3 
      50 and above 17 14.2 
Religion    
      Islam 110 91.7 
      Hinduism 10 8.3 
Marital status    
     Widowed 26 21.7 
     Divorced 11 9.2 
     Abandoned by husband 27 22.5 
     Separated 15 12.5 
     Married  41 34.1 
Level of education 
   No education 50 41.7 
   With minimum reading        
skill and can sign only 
35 29.2 
    Primary level 25 20.8 
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Table 4-1 (continued)  
 
Characteristics Number Percent 
Occupation 
     Housewife  6 5.0 
     Housemaid 40 33.3 
     Housemaid in mess* 28 23.3 
      Cook in hotel 7 5.8 
     Small business 24 20.0 
     Service 4 3.3 
     Day laborer 5 4.2 
     Others  6 5.0 
Occupation before 
 becoming the female head 
     Housewife 91 75.8 
     Housemaid 16 13.3 
     Housemaid in mess* 3 2.5 
     Small business 3 2.5 
     Service 1 0.8 
     Day laborer 2 1.7 
     Others 4 3.3 
*mess=private students hostel 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
In terms of education, 41.7% of the respondents were illiterate and a small number 
of them (8.3%) were educated up to the secondary level. A considerable number of 
respondents (29.2%) reported that they had minimum reading skill and could only sign 
their names.  
Regarding occupation, more than half of the respondents were found to be maids, 
working in houses or mess/students’ hostel (33.3% and 23.3%, correspondingly). It was 
found that working as maids in a mess was preferable among the respondents, because 
maids in a mess were well paid and able to enjoy more freedom as compared to 
housemaids. Usually they had to cook for 10-15 students and sometimes do other 
household work such as washing and cleaning. However, unlike the housemaids, they did 
not have to work under a direct authority. This may be a reason for preferring this job. A 
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number of respondents (20%) were doing small businesses like selling low-priced 
foods/snacks on the roadsides, or selling clothes from door to door. 
The result shows that the majority of the respondents (75.8%) were housewives 
before becoming the heads of the households. As a result of the change in household 
headship, they had to take on responsibilities as the main breadwinners. However, their 
opportunities were limited first by the kinds of work available to women, and second, by 
their lower level of education. It seems that working as a housemaid was the most 
available job to the respondents. While the garment factories provided employment to 
thousands of urban women, the respondents lacked this opportunity, since Rajshahi is not 
an industrial city and most of the garment factories are based in the capital city of Dhaka. 
Therefore, they had to depend mostly on domestic labor to earn their livelihood. Majority 
of the respondents (87.5%) reported that they did not enjoy any weekly holiday.  
 
Economic characteristics of the respondents 
Presented in Table 4-2, is the distribution of estimated monthly incomes of the 
respondents. The Table shows that the respondents were mostly from the lower income 
group with the income of less than Taka 500 to Taka 1500 per month. The majority of the 
respondents (51.7%) earned Taka 501-1000 (1000 Taka is equivalent to US$14.28). A 
small percentage of respondents (8.3%) had an income of more than Taka 1501 per 
month. It is noteworthy that the per capita income of Bangladesh is Taka 2741.66 per 
month (US$ 470 per year), but the highest range of income of the participants in this 
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Table 4-2 
Monthly income of the respondents 
 
Income (in Taka) Number Percent 
     <=500 26 21.7 
     501-1000 62 51.7 
     1001-1500 22 18.3 
     1501-2000 6 5.0 
     2000+ 4 3.3 
 
Table 4-3 shows the relationship between income and occupation of the 
respondents and the relationship was statistically significant at .001 level. The majority of 
the respondents, who worked in houses and in messes (89.7%), had an income of one 
thousand Taka or less. It could be mentioned here that 95% of the housemaids had this 
income as compared to 82% of the maids working in messes (not shown in the table). 
18% of the maids working in messes could earn Taka 1001-2000 while only 5% of the 
housemaids could earn this income. So, from the analysis, it was apparent that the maids 
working in messes could earn a bit more than those working as housemaids. However, the 
data also revealed that a large number of respondents from all the occupations earned 
Taka 1000 or less per month, except the respondents who were doing small businesses. 
As shown in the table 4-3, 58% of the respondents doing small businesses had an income 
of Taka 1001-2000 per month followed by the service holders (45.5%). 
Table 4-3 
Relationship between income and occupation  
 














<=1000 89.7 33.3 45.5 82.4 
1001-2000 10.3 58.3 45.5 11.8 
2000+ - 8.3 9.1 5.9 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 54
 Besides the above analysis, the researcher compared the mean income of the 
different occupational groups. From the distribution of mean income per occupation, it 
was found that the mean income of the housemaids was Taka 640.13 per month and it 
was the lowest average income of all the occupational groups. Those who were doing 
small businesses had an average income of Taka 1429.17, which was the highest. Given 
the above analysis, it appears that the housemaids, who comprised 33.3% of the sample, 
had the lowest average income and they did not have any weekly holiday.  
The researcher did some further analysis to see whether there was any significant 
association between the living arrangement of the respondents and their income (see next 
table). 
 
Table 4– 4 
Relationship between living arrangement and income  
 
Living arrangement Income (Taka) 
living alone 
N=13 




children & others 
N=68 
<=1000 69.2 82.1 69.1 
1001-2000 30.8 12.8 27.9 
2000+ - 5.1 2.9 
 
 
 The result shows that the majority of the respondents belonged to the low income 
group with income of Taka 1000 or below. Among them, the respondents living with their 
husbands and children constituted the highest percentage (82.1%). Though there appears 
to be some differences in terms of percentage between the living arrangement and income 
levels, the calculated chi-square value was 4.21, and was not statistically significant at .05 
level.   
When asked whether they had any other sources of income, it was found that out 
of the 120 respondents, 60.8% had some supplementary income from other family 
member/s. However, 61.9% of them got Taka 500/less per month from the other sources. 
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Majority of the respondents (61.65%) were financially supported by their children. Table 
4-5 presents the sources of supplementary income. 
 
 
Table 4- 5 
Sources of supplementary income 
 
Sources      Number (N=73) Percent 
Husband’s income 15 20.55 
Children’s income 45 61.65 
House rent 2 2.73 
Jakat/financial aid 2 2.73 
Others 9 12.33 




Social characteristics of the respondents 
 In terms of family size, it was found that the majority of the households (53.33%) 
consisted of three to four family members (Table 4-6). A small number of households 
(10.8%) were found with the female-head as the only member of the family. Majority of 
the female-heads (53.33%) were living with their children only. A number of households 
(32.5%) were found to have husbands living with the respondents. But in most of the 
cases the husband was disabled, and in other cases, unwilling to work and take care of the 
family. 
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Table 4-6 








    1-2 member 38 31.67 
    3-4 member 64 53.33 
    5-6 member 18 15.00 
 
Living arrangement  
    Living alone 13 10.83 
    Living with husband 2 1.67 
    Living with husband & children 37 30.83 
    Living with children 64 53.33 
    Living with others 4 3.33 
 
Living with adult male 
  
   With adult male member   51 42.50 
   Without adult male member   69* 57.50 
 
Schooling of children (N= 154) 
  
   Attending school 64 41.56 
   Not attending school 90 58.44 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
*This is the sum of the respondents who were living alone, living with children and others where 
no adult male member was present. 
 
As shown in table 4-6, 42.5% of the respondents were found to be living with an 
adult male member/s, while 57.5% of the respondents reported that there was no adult 
male member in their households. As Bangladesh is a patriarchal society, gender 
composition of the households is a significant factor in determining the financial 
condition of the family. Males have better opportunities in income generation and the 
practice of authority usually resides with them. 
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It was hypothesized that the woman would become a household head only when 
there is no adult male in the household. However it was found from the research that of 
the 120 respondents, 41 respondents were married and 39 of them were living with their 
husbands. Besides, there were 12 other households with adult male member/s rather than 
a husband. In other words, 42.5% of the respondents were living with adult male 
member/s. But the respondents reported that the male members were either disabled or 
reluctant to earn the livelihood and take care of the family. So the respondents became the 
main financial contributors as well as the heads of the family.  
 In view of the above findings, it appeared that the first hypothesis of this study, 
which is “Bangladeshi women become household heads only when there are no adult 
males in the households” is not supported.  
The education level of the family members was also very low. It was found that a 
significant number of children (58.44% of 154 children, aged between 6 and18 years) do 
not go to school; rather they work as child laborers. It appears that the children of the 
FHHs are required to become one of the household’s economic contributors and to forgo 
educational opportunities. This is due to the fact that many female-heads find it very 
difficult to run the family with only one person’s income, especially where the female’s 
earnings were less than enough. That is why they engage their children in work to earn 
some extra money. 
 
Treatment seeking and consciousness about health and hygiene    
Table 4-7 presents the treatment seeking behavior and the level of consciousness 
about health and hygiene among the respondents. It can be noticed that 56.7% of the 
respondents reported that they go to the Medical College Hospital to get treatment for 
their sickness where they can get medicine at relatively cheap rate. But a number of 
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respondents (38.3%) reported that they go to local pharmacy and sometimes they buy the 
medicine from the salesman without even consulting the doctor, in order to avoid the 
doctor’s fees. A small percentage (5%) of them resort to Homeopathy. 
Table 4-7 





Kind of treatment seeking   
     Medical college 68 56.7 
     Local Pharmacy 46 38.3 
     Homeopathy 6 5.0 
Vaccination of children   
     Yes 104 86.6 
     No 6 5.0 
     No children 10 8.3 
Source of drinking water   
     Tube-well water 116 96.7 
     Supply water 4 3.3 
Source of water for 
 Cooking and cleaning 
 
     Tube-well water 98 81.66 
     Supply water 21 17.50 
     River/pond water 1 0.83 
Type of toilet   
     Sanitary 79 65.8 
     Open Toilet 36 30.0 
     Vacant land 5 4.2 
Cleaning hand after using toilet* 
     Soap   24 20.0 
     Ash/soil 84 70.0 
     Only water 34 28.3 
* multiple responses were accepted 
    Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
It was found that majority of the children of the FHHs were vaccinated (89.2%). 
This could be the result of Bangladesh government’s Immunization Program, in which all 
children below 5 years are vaccinated free of charge. In most of the households, tube-well 
water was used as drinking water and also for cooking and cleaning. Sanitary toilets were 
found in most of the houses (65.8%). This could be due to the fact that a UNDP project, 
named “Local Partnership for Urban Poverty Alleviation Project” (LPUPA), which was 
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working in collaboration with the Rajshahi City Corporation (RCC), built sanitary toilets 
for every cluster group in the urban poor communities. A number of respondents (30%) 
were found though to be using open (unsanitary) toilets. In terms of hand washing/ 
hygiene, it was found that 20% of the respondents used soap after using toilet, but 70% 
used ash/soil, and in rest of the cases, only water was used for cleaning which is very 
unhygienic. 
Section 1 presents the socio-demographic and economic characteristics of the 
FHHs living in poor communities in Rajshahi city. Their treatment seeking behavior and 
consciousness about health and hygiene are also presented. Research question 2 posed on 
page 11 has been addressed in this section. 
 
Section II: Resources available to the FHHs  
Tangible resources 
 The way people actually live and cope depends heavily on the resources available 
to them. Therefore, the study explored the resources available to the FHHs. This section 
presents the tangible resources as well as human and social resources available to the 
female-headed households. Table 4-8 shows that homestead and a small savings was the 
only asset for the majority of the respondents. Approximately 20% of the respondents did 
not have any mentionable asset. As shown in table 4-8, majority of the respondents 
(50.8%) had been living in rented houses and most of the houses were semi-brick built 
(56.7%) and tin shed (30.8%). 10% of the respondents reported that they had been living 
illegally on land owned by the government and they were always terrified to be evicted 
from there. It was found that 46.7% of the respondents did not have any kind of 
recreational items in their homes. As shown in table 4-8, the common recreational items 
were found to be television and the radio as 27.5% of the respondents had televisions, 
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22.5% had radios and a small number of them had audio cassette players in their homes. 
No respondent had a VCP or a CD player.  
Table 4-8 
Tangible resources of the respondents 
 
Tangible resources Number Percent 
Mentionable assets* 





     Cultivable land 1 0.83 
     Shop 3 2.50 
     Rickshaw/Van 6 5.00 
     Small business 15 12.50 
     Savings 64 53.33 
     Others  7 5.83 
Residential status-Ownership   
     Owner 39 32.5 
     Rented 61 50.8 
     Government land (illegally occupied) 12 10.0 
     Others 8 6.7 
Residential status- Infrastructure   
     Brick built 4 3.3 
     Semi brick 68 56.7 
     Tin shed 37 30.8 
     Thatched 11 9.2 
Recreation items*   
     Television 33 27.5 
     Radio 27 22.5 
     Satellite dish Connection 2 1.7 
     Cassette player 15 12.5 
     Indoor games 8 6.7 
Household commodities*   
     Fan 44 36.7 
     Bed-stead 81 67.5 
     Chair and Table 57 47.5 
     Cloth-stand 75 62.5 
     Pressure cooker 1 0.8 
Property inherited    
     Yes 75 62.5 
     No 45 37.5 
Obtained inherited property N=75  
     Yes 38 50.67 
     No 37 49.33 
* multiple responses were accepted, so the total exceeds 100% for mentionable assets, Recreation 
items and household commodities. 
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The common household commodities were found to be bedstead and cloth-stands. 
None of the respondents had any sofa and only one person owned a pressure cooker for 
cooking. 
As shown in table 4-8, 37.5% of the respondents reported that they did not inherit 
any property. These respondents came from poor households and were also married to 
men in poor families alike. The kin-groups on both sides of these women, their parents 
and their in-laws as well, live in poverty. So, there is nothing to be inherited, except 
probably the poverty. Although 62.5% of the respondents inherited some property, about 
half of them did not obtain the property. In most cases, the respondents mentioned that 
their brothers or relatives did not give them the property and the female-heads did not 
have the mental courage or financial ability to fight for the legal right and possession of 
the property. Rather they preferred to keep good relation with their relatives to obtain 
their support in bad times.  
 However, the data shows that most of the houses were semi-brick built or tin-
shed, which can be considered as a shelter rather than assets. In fact, the common 
household commodities (bed-stead and cloth-stand made of cheap wood) and recreational 
items (televisions- which were second hand and black & white) could be considered as 
meeting the basic needs only. If we consider these as individual tangible resources, it will 
not possibly reveal the real financial condition of the respondents. Hence, the researcher 
combines three of the tangible resources (fan, television and an income of high average) 
and makes a composite index to asses the better off living conditions of the respondents. 





Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 62
Table 4-9 
Composite Index of Tangible Resources 
 
Fan   
Yes  No   






























































Here we may look at the second hypothesis of the study, which assumed that the 
female headed households face scarcity of tangible resources. 
 As shown in table 4-9, only 3 respondents out of 120, had a fan, a television and 
an income (per head) above the average, i.e., more than 469.98 Taka (per head) which is 
equivalent to 11.75 Singapore dollars only. Five respondents had a fan and a television 
with an income (per head) of below average. Majority of the respondents did not have a 
fan and a television together with an above average income. Therefore, from the 
composite index, it is apparent that the respondents were facing scarcity of tangible 
resources and their economic condition was considerably poor.     
 The findings from the research show that 20.8% of the respondents did not have 
any mentionable asset, which means they neither inherited any property nor owned a 
house for living. They did not even have any savings or shop or small business. It seemed 
that they were just passing the days with what they had but were always worried about 
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their future. They doubted that in times of financial crisis, they would be able to 
overcome the situation even by selling any valuables.  
From the composite index it was found that only three respondents out of 120, had 
a fan, a television and an above average income and the majority of the respondents did 
not have any fan or television together with an above average income. Therefore, in view 
of the above analysis, it appears that the female- headed households were facing scarcity 
of tangible resources. This finding supports the second hypothesis of the study which is 
“Female-headed households face scarcity of tangible resources”. 
 
Human resources 
   Table 4-10 shows that in terms of human resources like skills and abilities, only 
10% of the respondents had some skills oriented training. However, some of the family 
members of the respondents (25%) had some acquired skills like sewing, tailoring, or 
some other technical skills, which helped them to earn some money. 
Regarding the affiliation with social organizations, as shown in table 4-10, almost 
half of the respondents (52.5%) or their family members appeared to be involved with 
social organizations like local cooperative societies, or NGOs and these social 
organizations seemed to be helpful to the FHHs. The respondents were able to start a 
small savings with the help of cooperative societies or NGOs and in some cases, the 
FHHs benefited from the City Corporation project by having a sanitary latrine established 
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Table 4-10 
Skill and Institutional Resources 
 
Skill and Institutional 
Resource 
Number  Percent  
 
 
Skill oriented training 
  
     Yes 12 10.0 
     No 108 90.0 
 
Skill without training   
     Yes 30 25.0 
     No 90 75.0 
 
Association with social 
organization 
  
     Yes 63 52.5 




In terms of social resources, neighbors and relatives seemed to be an important 
source of social support for the female-headed households. As shown in table 4-11, 
65.8% of the respondents reported that they had some relatives living near by and 51.7% 
of the respondents said that their relatives had sympathy for them as they were managing 
the family on their own. Neighbors were also found to be sympathetic to the FHHs as 
46.7% of the respondents said that they had received material and moral 
support/sympathy from their neighbors. However, not all the relatives and neighbors were 
sympathetic to the FHHs. A number of respondents reported that their relatives or 
neighbors had a very neutral/indifferent view to their family management; they did not 
encourage them or show sympathy for them as they were managing their households as 















Relative living nearby    
   Yes  79 65.8 
   No 41 34.2 
 
Relative’s evaluation about 
family management * 
  
   As brave steps 7 5.8 
   As neutral 55 45.8 
   With sympathy 62 51.7 
   With critical eyes 3 2.5 
 
Neighbor’s evaluation about 
family management* 
  
   As brave steps 10 8.3 
   As neutral 58 48.3 
   With sympathy 56 46.7 
   With critical eyes 14 11.7 
* multiple responses were accepted 
 
The research found that 80% of the respondents got help from their relatives or 
neighbors when they had problems. As shown in table 4-12, getting advice or important 
suggestions from the relatives and neighbors were common for majority (65%) of the 
respondents. A number of respondents borrowed money (30.8%) and received moral 




Types of Social Support 
 
Types of support* Number  Percent  
 
   Financial aid  26 21.7 
   Moral support 35 29.2 
   Advice or good suggestions  78 65.0 
   Necessary information 2 1.7 
   Borrow money  37 30.8 
    * multiple responses were accepted  
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Table  4-13 
 Relationship between living arrangement and type of social support 
 
 
 Table 4-13 shows the relationship between the type of social support and living 
arrangement of the respondents. The result shows that advice or good suggestions from 
relatives/neighbors was the most commonly received social support regardless of the type 
of living arrangement. However, in terms of financial and moral support, the three groups 
differ. The respondents who were living alone received more financial support (30.8%) as 
compared to other groups. This could be due to the fact that the relatives/neighbors 
perceived these females as helpless or vulnerable and so they gave them donations or 
Jakat to support them financially. Whereas, the respondents who were living with 
husbands and children, received less moral support (17.9%) as compared to those living 
with children and others (35.3%) and living alone (30.8%). Respondents, who were living 
with their husbands, might be perceived as being in a less vulnerable position and so, less 
likely to receive moral support.  
When the respondents were asked whether it was possible for them to maintain 
the family without the help of relatives or neighbors, 9.2% reported it was highly 
impossible for them, and 30.8% of the respondents said it was impossible, while 27.5% of 
them replied that it was partially possible and 32.5% mentioned that it was fully possible 
to maintain the family without the help of relatives or neighbors. 
 




living with husband 
& children 
N=39 
living with children & 
others 
N=68 
Financial support 30.8 20.5 20.6 
Moral support  30.8 17.9 35.3 
Advice or good suggestions 61.5 64.1 66.2 
Necessary information   7.7 2.6 - 
Borrow money    23.1 35.9 29.4 
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Psychological resources 
The study also explored the psychological resources available to the participants, 
such as decision-making power and control over family property. The data presented in 
table 4-14 shows that 76.7% of the respondents had total control over using their family 
property or savings, while 22.5% of them had partial control. 64.2% of the respondents 
reported to play a vital role in making decisions and as well, to take the final decision. 
But 34.2% of the respondents said that they consult with other family members while 
making decisions. Majority of the respondents (73.3%) also reported that they played a 








Control in using family property    
Absolute  92 76.7 
Partial  27 22.5 
Not at all 1 0.8 
Role in important family decision   
Respondent take final decision  77 64.2 
Respondent consults with family 
member/s 
41 34.2 
Family members consult respondent 2 1.7 
Selecting the type of work    
Respondent herself 88 73.3 
Respondent and family member/s 30 25.0 
Someone else  2 1.7 
 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
When the researcher examined the relationship between practice of power and 
marital status of the respondents, important findings emerged. As shown in table 4-15, in 
terms of control over using family property, a large number of widowed (88.5%), and 
94.3% of the divorced, abandoned and separated respondents (these three groups were 
collapsed into one group in order to make the analysis more meaningful) reported that 
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they had absolute control in using their family property. However, among the married 
respondents, only 46.3% reported to have absolute control in terms of using their family 
property and more than half of the married respondents said to have no more than partial 
control. 
Table 4-15 
Relationship between practice of power and marital status 
 
Marital Status (percent)  







Married at present 
N=41 
Control in using family 
property  
      Absolute  88.5 94.3 46.3 
  Partial  11.5 5.7 51.2 
  Not at all - - 2.4 
Role in important 
family decision 
 
     Respondent take final     
decision  76.9 83.0 31.7 
     Respondent consults   
with family members  23.1 15.1 65.9 
     Family members  
consult respondent - 1.9 2.4 
Selecting the type of 
work  
 
     Respondent herself 92.3 84.9 46.3 
     Respondent and 
family members 7.7% 15.1 48.8 
     Someone else  - - 4.8 
 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
Similar findings were obtained with respect to the role in important family 
decision and selecting the type of work. From table 4-15, it appears that majority of the 
widowed, divorced, abandoned and separated respondents make the final decision and 
play a crucial role in selecting type of work.  
 However, only 31.7% of the married respondents reported that they took the final 
decision while 65.9% of them consulted with other family member/s. Similarly, about 
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half of the married respondents (48.8%) reported that they selected their work upon 
consultation with family member/s. 
In context of the above analysis, the married respondents appear to enjoy less 
autonomy in terms of using family property, making family decision, or selecting type of 
work, as compared with the widowed, divorced, abandoned or separated women. The 
presence of adult male member(s) in the households could be a contributing factor to this 
disparity between the married and other respondents. Though the married respondents 
were found to be the main financial contributors as well as heads of the households, in 
most of the households (39 out of 41) their husbands were living with them. These 
respondents became the heads of the households mainly due to their husband’s disability 
or reluctance to participate in income earning activities. The analysis of quantitative data 
reveals that in spite of being the heads of the households, the married women are still 
subjected to male domination and are less likely to practice autonomy in various family 
matters.  
This section presents the resources available to the FHHs and addressed the third 
research question. From the data presented above it is apparent that a majority of the 
respondents encounter scarcity of tangible resources, although some social and 
institutional resources seem to be providing a big support for them in terms of survival. 
 
Section III: Circumstances leading to female headship 
 The respondents were asked about the circumstances that made them the female-
heads of the households. It can be observed from table 4-16 that 32.5% of the respondents 
became the female-heads because their husbands were financially irresponsible. Some of 
the respondents were abandoned by their husbands. In some cases, husbands were living 
with the family but were unwilling to work or did not give money regularly. As a 
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consequence, the respondents had to start working and take responsibilities to run their 
families. 22.5% of the respondents reported that husband’s re-marriage was the reason for 
becoming the female-head. It was found that when the husband re-married, he seldom 
looked after the first wife, and it became difficult for the woman to adjust to the new 
family circumstances. Hence they started to live separately and run their households by 
themselves. The data also reveals that after the death of a husband, nobody came to take 
responsibility for the family and thus some of the respondents had to take the role of 
breadwinners in order for the family to survive. The above findings reveal the 
predisposing factors leading to female headship and have addressed the first research 
question of this study. The qualitative data will illustrate in detail the circumstances, 









      Death of husband 24 20.0 
       Financially irresponsible husband  39 32.5 
       Husband’s second marriage 27 22.5 
       Divorce 7 5.8 
       Husband’s disability 20 16.7 
       Others  3 2.5 
 
In this chapter, the social-demographic characteristics and some other dynamics of 
the respondents’ lives have been presented. Overall, the data shows that majority of the 
respondents were between 30 to 49 years of age and more than half of them had no 
formal education. Most of the respondents were Muslims. A large number of them were 
widowed and abandoned by their husbands, and found to be working as maids in houses 
or messes. Most of the respondents were housewives before becoming the female-heads. 
It seems that some adverse situations like death of a husband or abandonment by a 
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husband had forced them to be the breadwinners of the family. Majority of the 
respondents originated from lower income families. At the time of the study, most of the 
female heads were participating directly in income generation and were the main 
breadwinners of the households. Though a number of respondents had other income 
sources, it was very difficult for them to manage the family. Their poor living conditions 
and scarcity of resources make it clear that the female-heads of the households are 
struggling with adversity even for basic survival.      
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Chapter Five: Constraints and Coping Strategies of the Female 




The way an individual copes in life depends largely on the availability of 
resources as well as on the constraints to using those resources. Constraints may be 
personal or environmental and can limit the ways an individual deals with the 
environment. It is necessary to understand the particular constraints and special 
challenges faced by female heads in coping with their situations. Knowledge and 
awareness of these constraints can be helpful in designing intervention programs and 
policies that will be effective in addressing the needs of female-headed households.  
In the previous chapter, resources available to the FHHs living in poor 
communities in Rajshahi city, along with some socio-demographic characteristics of the 
FHHs have been presented. In this chapter, the researcher will present and analyze the 
data on the constraints as well as coping strategies adopted by the female heads. This 
chapter is divided into two sections. The first section discusses the constraints 
encountered by the female heads in dealing with the environment. The various strategies 
that are employed by the female heads in coping with the special constraints are presented 
and analyzed in Section II. 
 
Section I: Constraints Faced by the Female Heads of Households 
 The following issues will be covered in discussing the constraints experienced by 
the female heads of households: 
 Constraints related to work 
 Constraints in child rearing 
 Constraints in managing the life outside home 
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 Constraints in living without the male authority 
 Personal constraints 
 
Constraints related to work 
The majority of the respondents (88.3%) mentioned that they were facing 
problems regarding their work/workplace. As shown in table 5-1, the majority of the 
respondents (69.8%) reported that they received low wages/salary in relation to the time 
spent. Table 5-2 reveals the distribution of working hours of the respondents indicating 
that the majority of the respondents (63.3%) worked 8-13 hours a day to earn the 




Constraints related to work 
 
Types of constraints*  Number 
(N=106) 
Percent 
Low wages/salary  74 69.8 
Non cooperative attitude of male colleagues 7 6.6 
Maltreatment by the authority  28 26.4 
Unsuitable work timing 46 43.4 
Neighbor’s criticism  14 13.2 
Others  7 6.6 
 
     * multiple responses were accepted  
 
Table 5-2 
Distribution of working hours 
 
Working hours Number Percent 
 
<=7 28 23.3 
8-10 43 35.8 
11-13 33 27.5 
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Table 5-3 
Relationship between working hours and income 
 











<=1000 78.6 74.4 72.7 62.5 
1001-2000 17.9 23.3 21.2 37.5 
2000+ 3.6 2.3 6.1 0 
 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
Table 5-3 shows the relationship between income and working hours of the 
respondents. The data reveals the crude fact that the majority of the respondents who 
worked less than 7 hours to more than 14 hours a day could earn only 1000 Taka or less 
per month. After working more than 14 hours a day, no body could earn more than 2000 
Taka, while 37.5 % of them could earn 1001-2000 Taka per month. A very small 
percentage of the respondents who worked 7-13 hours a day could earn more than 2000 
Taka. The data reveals that the remuneration did not increase with the increase of 
working hours for the majority of the participants 
From the above analysis, it was evident that the respondents got low wages/salary 
despite the very long working hours. Lack of opportunities for more remunerative work 
for women forced the respondents to spend long hours in work in spite the low 
remuneration.   
Referring to table 5-1, it can be noticed that a large number of respondents 
(43.4%) mentioned unsuitable work timing/schedule as a problem. A number of 
respondents, who were working as maids in houses and messes, reported that they had to 
reach their workplaces in the very early morning and stay there till evening, oftentimes 
till night. They had about one hour of break for lunch, and within this time they had to 
cook for their own families, take their bath and finish other household chores. Thus they 
found it very difficult to manage their work and their households. Besides, 26.4% of the 
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respondents reported maltreatment by the authority and 13.2% of them reported 
neighbor’s criticism about their work as obstacles related to their work. Table 5-4 




Relationship between occupation and constraints faced in workplace 
 
Occupation (percent) Constraints faced in 











     
Others** 
   N=17 
 
Low wages/salary 70.6 37.5 72.7 52.9 
Non co-operative attitude 
of male colleagues 2.9 0 27.3 11.8 
Mal-treatment by the 
authority 17.6 50.0 9.1 17.6 
Unsuitable work timing 39.7 33.3 45.5 35.3 
Neighbor’s criticism 13.2 12.5 9.1 5.9 
Others 4.4 8.3 0 11.8 
* multiple responses were accepted 
** Others include the construction laborers, sweepers etc. 
 
 The data shows that low wages/salary was a common constraint faced by the 
majority of the respondents. As table 5-4 reveals, 70.6% of the maids working in houses 
and messes, 72.7% of the respondents engaged in unskilled services and 52.9% of the 
respondents engaged in other occupations reported that they received lower remuneration 
not only with respect to the time spent, but also in comparison to men engaged in similar 
occupations. Thus, it appears that a large number of respondents from different 
occupations reported this as a problem. Comparatively a small percentage of the 
respondents who were involved in small businesses (37.55%) reported this as a constraint, 
probably because they were relatively well off compared to the rest. Overall, the data 
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reveals that the female heads earned relatively low remuneration regardless of their 
occupations. 
 The present findings also support the national data. Household expenditure 
surveys (1995) report that in the formal sector women earn three quarters of men’s wages, 
whereas the gap between male and female wages in the informal sector is much wider. In 
the informal sector most women work long hours with only a few days off. Subsequently, 
they face the problem of physical strain that is aggravated by low earnings/low profit 
margins generated from informal sector activities despite their hard work. Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (1996) reports that although women worked 75% more hours per 
week than their male counterparts, they received only about three fifths of the wages paid 
to male contract/day laborers.  
 The responses regarding non-cooperative attitude of male colleagues reveal that 
27.3% of the service holders reported this as a constraint. On the contrary, a very small 
percentage of maids working in houses and messes (2.9%) reported this as a constraint. 
This is understandable, because usually maids do not have to work with male colleagues.  
 As shown in table 5-4, 50% of the respondents doing businesses and 17.6% of the 
maids reported maltreatment by a person of authority as a constraint. The respondents, 
who were selling goods from door to door as a business, mentioned that the person who 
supplied the goods, behaved badly towards them. A large number of the service holders 
(45.5%) and the respondents working as maids (39.7%), reported unsuitable working 
time/schedule as a constraint. This may be due to the fact that the female heads have to 
bear the double burden of paid work and unpaid domestic work. According to Islam 
(1993), the female head has taken over the traditional male responsibility of earning the 
livelihood, and at the same time has retained female responsibility of keeping the house. 
She is therefore heavily burdened with work overload.  
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Child Rearing 
 Among the 120 respondents, 10 respondents did not have any children. The 
majority of the respondents, who had children (96.36%) reported that they faced problems 
in rearing and caring for their children. Only 3.3% of them said that they did not face any 
problems in bringing up their children.  
 
Table 5-5 
Problem faced in child rearing 
 
Problem faced in child rearing *  Number  
(N=110)  
Percent 
    Shortage of time  54 49.1 
    No one to look after  22 20.0 
    Lack of money  93 84.5 
 Lack of control due to  absence        
of a male head  
21 19.1 
    Others  2 1.8 
     * multiple responses were accepted 
 
 It was mentioned earlier that the majority of the respondents worked 7-14 hours a 
day in their workplaces, with no regular day off. That is why a significant number of 
respondents (49.1%) reported that they had insufficient time in taking care of their 
children as shown in table 5-5. It was also reported by 20% of the women that there was 
no one to look after the children when the respondents were at work. A dearth of money 
to hire household help and the absence of childcare facilities forced the female heads to 
leave their children unsupervised. 
 Besides, a number of respondents thought that they lost control of their children or 
their children became out of control because of the absence of a male head in the family. 
In a patriarchal society like Bangladesh, men are perceived to be the “natural” heads of 
the households and the male heads usually have the control not only over the family 
property but also over the children. In traditional male-headed households, women and 
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children usually remain under the domination and guardianship of the male heads. When 
women become the heads of the households either by divorce, abandonment, or death of 
husbands, it becomes difficult for them to maintain the domination and guardianship over 
the children. As shown in table 5-5, 19.1% of the respondents reported that their children, 
particularly sons, had gone astray (involving in drug abuse, mixing with miscreants) 
because there were no male heads to bring them under control. The lack of time and 
money and lack of education of the children could also be reasons of being ‘beyond 
control’. 
 The most frequently mentioned constraint faced in child rearing, was the lack of 
money. The majority of the respondents (84.5%) said that they could not bring up their 
children properly due to financial constraints, as the female heads’ earnings were low. 
Managing Life Outside the Home 
From the research findings, it appears that it is quite difficult for the female heads 
to go outside the home for daily work. It was reported that a majority of the respondents 
(86.7%) faced problems in going outside for daily work. As female heads, the 
respondents had to go out in public not only to earn a livelihood but also to do the 
necessary shopping for family. The respondents, who were doing small business like 
selling cheap food on the roadside, or selling clothes from door to door, had to spend a lot 
of time in public places. Even the respondents who were serving as domestic helpers in 
houses and in messes, had to walk a long way to reach their workplaces. They simply 
could not afford the transportation cost and avoid walking on the crowded roads. As 
shown in table 5-6, a number of respondents (38.4%) mentioned that they felt shy and 
embarrassed to go in public places or to shop alone, because sometimes people passed 
negative comments at them. 
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Table 5-6 
Constraints in managing life outside the home 
 
Constraints in managing life outside 
home * 
Number         
(N=104) 
Percent 
   Derogatory attitude of  
neighbors/relatives 
17 16.3 
   Pay high prices of commodities  45 40.9 
   Negative societal attitude in general  22 21.1 
   Feeling shy/embarrassed  40 38.4 
   Threat of miscreants  9 8.6 
   Others  3 2.9 
* multiple responses were accepted 
 
 Derogatory attitude of neighbors or relatives and negative societal attitude in 
general, including criticism and teasing from strangers, were also reported as constraints. 
Besides, 40.9% of the respondents reported that they had to bargain more as opposed to 
men and pay high prices for commodities when shopping alone. It was also reported that 
sometimes respondents faced resistance from their family or close relatives for working 
outside. In Bangladesh, women are largely excluded from public life and expected to 
remain at home. The primary role of women is to be a mother and their work is subsumed 
within the family context. However, after divorce, abandonment, or death of husbands, 
the respondents had to break the traditional seclusion despite the resistance from their 
relatives, because the relatives were either not able or reluctant to take the financial 
responsibility for the family. The circumstances, therefore, forced them to move outside 
the home for meeting the family expenses. 
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Table  5-7 
Relationship between living arrangement and constraints faced in managing life 




 Table 5-7 shows the relationship between living arrangement of the respondents 
and constraints faced in managing life outside the home. From the results, it appears that 
the respondents from different living arrangement differ in terms of facing constraints in 
managing life outside the home. The result shows that the respondents who were living 
alone were more likely to face derogatory attitude from the neighbors/relatives (23.1%) 
and negative social attitude in general (30.8%) as compared to other two groups. The 
married respondents who were living with husbands and children were less likely to face 
these constraints as the lowest percentage of them (7.7% and 10.3% respectively) 
reported these as constraints in managing life outside the home. However, the majority of 
the respondents living with husbands and children (51.3%) reported paying high prices of 
commodities as a constraint, while 38.8% of those living with children and 15.4% of the 
single living respondents reported this constraint. The table shows that the respondents 
living alone were also more likely to face the threat of miscreants (15.4%), whereas, only 
2.6% of the respondents living with husband and children reported this. From this 







living with children & 
others 
N=68 
Derogatory attitude of the 
neighbors/relatives 23.1 7.7 16.2 
Pay high price of 
commodities 15.4 51.3 33.8 
Negative social attitude in    
general 30.8 10.3 20.6 
Feeling shy/embarrassed 23.1 33.3 35.3 
Threat of miscreants 15.4 2.6 8.8 
Others 7.7 - 2.9 
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analysis it appears that the presence of husbands, though they are financially 
irresponsible, can protect the female from threats and negative attitudes of the society. 
 In a traditional patriarchal society like Bangladesh, women, especially the poor, 
who are responsible for earning the livelihood, have to endure and cope with additional 
stress and harassment due to their work outside home. Kabeer (1994) suggested, “women 
who move in ‘public space’ are perceived to be transgressing the boundaries of female 
propriety and are therefore a sexual provocation, to be teased, harassed or assaulted” (p. 
149). The observations of the current research seem to support her statement.  
Living Without Male Authority  
 The data revealed that there were 57.5% of the respondents who were living 
without any adult male member in their households. When the respondents were asked 
whether they felt any kind of insecurity due to the absence of a male figure of authority in 
the family, 53.6% of them (37 out of 69) reported that they felt insecure. It may be 
mentioned again that among 51households (42.5%) with adult male member(s), in 39 
female-headed households, the husbands were living with the respondents and in each of 
12 other households there was an adult male member present. Therefore, among the 
abandoned, widowed or divorced respondents, who had no adult male member present in 
their households (57.5%), more than half of the respondents felt insecure due to absence 
of a male figure of authority. 
Table 5-8 
Elaboration of insecurity 
 
    Elaboration of insecurity* Number (N=37) Percent 
 
    Scared living alone  11 29.7 
    Men tried to make sexual advances  12 32.4 
    Harassed by inappropriate suitors  5 13.5 
    Anxious about the safety of 
daughter(s) 
7 18.9 
    Others  2 5.4 
* multiple responses were accepted 
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 Table 5-8 shows that 29.7% of the respondents reported that they were scared to 
live alone. They felt that there was no one to protect them. In fact, 32.4% of the 
respondents mentioned that men tried to make sexual advances to them, as there was no 
male head in their households. It was also reported that the respondents were harassed by 
inappropriate suitors, who wanted to marry them without undertaking any responsibility 
for the family. A number of respondents reported that they were anxious about the safety 
of their daughters, who were teenagers or considered to be of marriageable age.  
Table 5-9 
Relationship between the insecurity and the age of the respondents 
 























< 30 36.4 58.3 40.0 - - 
30-39 45.5 25.0 40.0 14.3 - 
40-49 18.2 16.7 - 71.4 100.0 
50+ - - 20.0 14.3 - 
Note: rounding errors may exist 
 
 It can be seen from table 5-9 that there was a relation between the feeling of 
insecurity and the age of the respondents. The distribution shows that 64.2% of the 
respondents (24 out of 37), who felt insecure, were below 39 years, and expressed 
insecurity as being caused by sexual advancement by men, harassment by inappropriate 
suitors, and condition of living alone. On the other hand, 85.7% of the respondents who 
mentioned anxiety over the safety of their daughters, were between the age of 40-49 or 
more than 50 years. 
 From the data presented above it is apparent that the young female heads were 
more likely to feel insecure and were indeed in vulnerable situations. 
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Personal Constraints 
 The research found that the female heads faced not only environmental 
constraints, but also personal constraints. The respondents were asked whether their own 
faith or cultural values refrained them from doing the sort of work that men usually do, 
and 40.8% of the respondents provided affirmative answers. They assessed themselves as 
less capable than men. When they were asked about this they wondered how a woman 
could possibly do the same kind of work that men do! From their responses it appears that 
a formidable constraint faced by the female heads was the common perception of women 
mainly as housewives and dependents, providing at best a minor supplement to the main 
household income. In Bangladesh, women’s work is quite openly recognized as 
fundamental to the household and is confined within the home. Due to male domination 
in the households and society, the women seemed to be conditioned to respond to men’s 
authority and to be submissive. Therefore, their self-appraisal was negatively influenced 
by the common belief about inferiority and subordination of women prevalent in the 
wider society. 
 Given the above analysis, it appears that the female heads of households, who 
provide the primary source of support for their families, face severe constraints in 
different facets of their lives. The life of a female head is constrained by both economic 
and social factors. Due to their lower level of education, lack of skill, and domestic 
obligations the respondents participating in the current study had minimum opportunity 
for better remunerative employment and received lower wages/salary, despite their hard 
work. The gender division of labor aggravates their situation further. It seems that they 
were experiencing immense difficulties in terms of juggling between paid work outside 
their home and responsibility in taking care of their children, in addition to doing the 
domestic chores. The female heads also experienced social constraints to take part in 
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outside activities of daily life, which are traditionally considered men’s jobs, such as 
shopping and selling goods in market places. A female head, trying to deal with all 
spheres of life on her own, is also extremely vulnerable to sexual harassment and 
exploitation.  
 
Section II: Coping Strategies Adopted by the Female Heads of Households 
 A majority of the respondents taking part in the study were housewives before 
becoming the head of the household. Such adversities as abandonment, divorce, 
husband’s death or disability thrust the headship on them. All of a sudden, they found 
themselves in a reverse role where the responsibility to run the family was imposed on 
them. The female heads had to deal with the situation and thereby adopted different 
coping strategies to survive. 
 The researcher looked into the coping process of the female heads by applying the 
theory of coping as a process (Lazarus and Folkman,1984). The imposition of household 
headship due to some adverse situations was perceived as a specific stressful situation in 
which the female heads adopted different strategies of coping. Both cognitive and 
behavioral efforts used by the female heads to manage the stressful situations were 
considered as coping. By following the process approach of coping, the researcher did not 
consider the success of the coping efforts. Rather, the scope of the research was to 
identify the resources (tangible, human, and social resources) and constraints (personal 
and environmental) that are influencing the coping process of the female heads.     
 The research found that the female heads adopted both the problem-focused and 
the emotion-focused forms of coping. The problem-focused and emotion-focused forms 
of coping strategies applied by the female heads, living in urban poor communities in 
Rajshahi, Bangladesh, are presented and analyzed in this section. 
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Problem-focused Coping   
 In assuming responsibility of the households, the female heads had to provide for 
the basic necessities of life. It was found that more than half of the respondents (56.6%) 
shifted their residence as the first step coping with the emerging situation.  
 
Table 5-10 
Relationship between shifting of residence and the marital status of the respondents 
 
Marital status (percent)  
Shifting of 






at present  
N=41 
Yes 46.2 77.4 31.7 
No 53.8 22.6 68.3 
 
The researcher also examined the relationship between shifting of residence and the 
marital status of the respondents and the relationship was statistically significant at .001 
level (chi-squire=20.5). As reflected in table 5-10, it is apparent that the respondents, who 
were divorced, abandoned and separated (77.4%) were more likely to shift their 
residence. A previous study also found that “a significant proportion of recent migrants 
were divorced or deserted women from poor rural families who sought employment in 
towns because of its greater acceptability and availability compared to rural areas” 
(NORAD, 1988; cited in Kabeer, 1994, p.157). On the other hand, the respondents who 
were married and living with their husbands, were less likely to shift their residence as a 
response to their new role.  
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Table 5-11 
Reason for shifting residence 
 
Reason for shifting residence Number  
(N=68) 
Percent 
   Could not stay at husband’s house 16 23.5 
   Could not stay at father-in law’s house 12 17.6 
   Migrated from village to seek job 20 29.4 
   Evicted from government land 6 8.8 
   River erosion 3 4.4 
   Others  11 16.2 
 
 The respondents reported various reasons for shifting residence. As shown in table 
5-11, 29.4% of the respondents migrated from the village to seek job and finally settled 
down in urban poor communities, as heads of the household. A considerable number of 
respondents reported that they shifted residence because they could not stay at their 
husband’s house (23.5%) or father in law’s house (17.6%). These respondents were 
divorced, widowed, or abandoned by their husbands. After the death of husbands, the in-
laws were either unable or uninterested in taking the responsibility for the unfortunate 
widows and their children; sometimes the in-laws were very unsupportive. Therefore, the 
widow had to move out from the in-law’s house and take the responsibility as the female 
head in a new residence. The story was pretty similar for the abandoned women. 
 It was found that the respondents who moved to a new residence, preferred living 
near to their relatives to get their support and protection. Shifting of residence appeared to 
be a common coping strategy adopted by a large number of female-heads. 
 The research also found that informal support system like relatives or neighbors 
played an important role in the lives of the FHHs, particularly in the use of coping 
mechanisms to deal with adverse situations. A number of respondents (36.7%) reported 
that they had to maintain good relations with their relatives or neighbors, especially the 
rich and influential, through offering loyalty and unpaid labor in return for the protection 
and assistance in times of crisis. Some respondents reported that they made fictive 
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relations (Godfather or Godson) with their neighbors or employers (23.3%) to get the 
financial or moral support from them. 
 The relationship between living arrangement of the respondents and coping 
strategies like keeping good relations with relatives and neighbors and making fictive 
relations reveals some interesting insights. 
Table  5-12 
Relationship between living arrangement and coping strategies 
 








children & others 
N=68 
Keeping good relations with 
influential neighbors/relatives  30.8 20.5 47.1 
Making fictive relations 38.5 12.8 26.5  
 
 It was found that the highest percentage of respondents who kept good relations 
with their relatives and neighbors were living with their children and others (47.1%) and 
the least were living with husbands and children. While 38.5% of the respondents, who 
were living alone, made fictive relation, 26.5% of those who were living with children 
and others coped in this way. Interestingly, among these three groups, the lowest 
percentage of the respondents, who were living with husbands and children, adopted these 
two strategies to cope with the adversities (20.5% and 12.8% respectively). From the 
above analysis, it could be interpreted that the female heads, who were living with 
husbands and children, were less likely to keep good relations with relatives and 
neighbors and to make fictive relations. This could be due to the fact that as their 
husbands were living with them, they felt less insecure as compared to those who were 
living alone or living with children and others.  
 The researcher examined the relationship between presence of adult male member 
in the FHHs and the coping strategies like keeping good relations with rich or influential 
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neighbors and making fictive relations, where considerable findings were obtained. Table 
5-13 shows the prevalence of these coping strategies.  
Table 5-13 
Relationship between presence of adult male member in the household and coping 
strategies used 
 
Coping strategy (percent)   
Presence of adult male 
member  






With adult male member  22.7 21.4 




 It can be seen in table 5-13, that the women in households without any adult male 
member were more likely to keep good relations with rich or influential neighbors and to 
make fictive relations as a coping strategy for survival and security. Conversely, in 
households with adult male member/s, amongst whom a large number were the 
households headed by married women, the women were less likely to keep good relations 
with rich/influential neighbors or to make fictive relations. The findings indicate that in a 
patriarchal society like Bangladesh, women have to depend on men for security and 
protection. In spite of being the heads of the households the females could not provide the 
security for themselves and their grown up daughters.   
 Furthermore, the research found that the female-heads of the households adopted 
some problem-focused coping strategies in accordance with the change in their roles due 
to the change of household headship.  
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Table 5- 14 
Problem-focused coping strategies 
 
Strategy of coping * Number  
(N=115) 
Percent 
   Tried to get non formal education 2 1.7 
   Gained a vocational training 4 3.4 
   Joined a cooperative society 41 35.6 
   Reduced family expenditure 73 63.4 
   Changed work 28 24.3 
   Engaged a family member in work 43 37.4 
   Did something profitable by taking loan  19 16.5 
   Others  8 6.9 
* multiple responses were accepted 
 Table 5-14 presents the type of problem-focused coping strategies that the female-
heads adopted in order to deal with problems caused by the transformation in household 
dynamics. Out of 120, 115 respondents reported that they applied the coping strategy(s) 
presented in table 5-14.  A majority of the female-heads (63.4%) tried to cope with 
financial constraints by reducing family expenditure. The respondents reported that after 
taking over the headship of family they faced severe financial constraints. As mentioned 
earlier, most of the respondents (75.8%) were housewives before becoming heads of the 
household and were not engaged in any income earning activities. After divorce, 
abandonment, separation or death of a husband, or a husband’s disability, the 
responsibility of heading the family was suddenly thrust on them. Since there was no one 
other than themselves to take the financial responsibility for the family and they could 
only manage to get lowly paid jobs, their earnings were low and the respondents had no 
choice except to decrease family expenditure, in order to cope with the financial 
constraints. The respondents reported that they reduced family expenditure by reducing 
the quality and amount of food or by letting illness go untreated (avoiding medicine or 
treatment for general illnesses). 
 Another coping strategy alongside this was involving some of the family members 
in income earning activities (37.4%) and joining in a cooperative society (35.6%). To 
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meet the financial challenges, many respondents had their young sons employed in lower 
income jobs like rickshaw pulling or working as day laborers. On the other hand, the 
daughters were employed as domestic maids or in piecework like sewing, weaving or 
embroidery. It was found that 37.5% of the respondents received financial assistance 
through their children’s income. 
 Joining a cooperative society was another coping strategy adopted by a 
considerable number of respondents (35.6%). With the help of cooperative societies, the 
women were able to start small savings, which aid them to survive in times of crisis. A 
number of respondents (24.3%) changed jobs while some others started some kind of 
small profitable businesses by taking loans (16.5%) to cope better with the situation. 
 The research result reveals that a majority of the respondents who reduced family 
expenditure (78.1%) and who had other family members engaged in income activities 
(86%) were from the lower income group with a monthly income of less than 1000 Taka. 
Further, 70.7% of the respondents who joined cooperative societies and 67.9% who 
changed their work also belonged to this lower income group.  This is shown in the 
following table 5-15.  
 
Table 5-15 
Relationship between monthly income and the coping strategies  
 


















<=1000 78.1 86.0 70.7 67.9 
1001-2000 19.2 11.6 26.8 32.1 
2000+ 2.7 2.3 2.4 0 
 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 91
 From analyzing the relationship between monthly income of the respondents and 
the coping strategies adopted by them, it is evident that the respondents from the lower 
income group were more likely to adopt these strategies in order to succeed in their 
struggle for survival. However, very few women gained non-formal education (1.7%) and 
vocational training (3.4%) that helped them to cope with the situation. This may be due to 
the scarcity of such opportunities in Rajshahi city and the lack of knowledge and 
information on the part of the respondents about such opportunities. Moreover, this could 
also be due to the respondents’ lack of time to take part in the non- formal education and 
training programs, as they are engaged in income earning activities and also in unpaid 
domestic duties in their own households.  
 In addition to the above-mentioned coping strategies, 6.9% of the respondents 
resorted to borrowing as a way of coping for survival.  
 From the findings and analysis of different coping strategies adopted by the 
female heads, it appeared that the de facto female heads, that is, the married respondents 
differed from the de jure female heads, who were the widowed, divorced or abandoned 
respondents in terms of applying coping strategies like shifting of residence, keeping 
good relations with rich neighbors, and making fictive relations. The married respondents 
were less likely to adopt these coping strategies and this could be due to the fact that adult 
male member was present in those households. Therefore, it could be assumed that the 
presence of an adult male member could be a contributing factor in the coping process of 
the female heads and for the survival and well being of the FHHs. 
 However, regarding the strategies applied to cope with the financial constraints, 
the marital status or living arrangement of the respondents was not perceived as a 
differential factor. Rather, the monthly income of the households seemed to be relative in 
applying strategies like reducing the family expenditure, engaging other family member/s 
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in income generation, joining a cooperative society, or changing work to cope with the 
financial constraints.  
 
Emotion-focused Coping 
 Besides the problem-focused coping strategies, the respondents were also found to 
use some emotion-focused strategies of coping. While surrounded with enormous 
problems, the female-heads practiced some alternative ways, for example, minimization 
or some behavioral efforts to make themselves feel better. Most of the respondents 
(94.2%) mentioned that they practiced some psychological techniques to cope with the 
stressful situations. Table 5-16 shows the patterns of emotion-focused coping strategies 





Coping strategy * Number  
(N=113) 
Percent 
   Keep normal by watching TV/cinema 36 31.8 
   Try to adjust to the situation 14 12.4 
   Share problems with others 56 49.5 
   Go to shrine to fulfill a vow 17 15.0 
   Cry 69 61.0 
   Accept it as fate 67 59.3 
   Others  7 6.2 
* multiple responses were accepted 
 
 As shown in table 5-16, majority of the respondents reported that when they failed 
to manage the problems or fulfill the responsibility of a household-head, they just cried to 
retain normalcy (61%) and tried to accept the situation as their fate (59.3%). These were 
followed by the strategy of turning to informal support, as 49.5% of the respondents 
stated that they shared their problems with relatives or neighbors to reduce the stress 
level.  
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 Watching television or cinema was found to be an alternative way of lowering the 
stress level practiced by a considerable number of respondents. 31.8% of the respondents 
mentioned that they watched television or cinema when they were overwhelmed by 
tensions and problems and through this they tried to find recreation and forget about their 
frustrating situations, at least for a while. It was also found that in order to adjust to the 
adverse situations some respondents tried to keep their morale high through seeking 
divine support and visiting shrines to fulfill a vow. A small number of respondents 
practiced some other ways of coping, including beating children as a way of venting their 
frustration and keeping themselves busy with religious activities.  
 Findings from this chapter addressed the forth research question. From the data 
presented above, it appears that the female-heads of households applied different forms of 
coping strategies (problem-focused and emotion-focused) to cope with the new situation 
that emerged due to the change of household headship. The respondents tried to change or 
resolve the adverse situations by applying problem-focused coping strategies, but these 
strategies did not always seem to be successful. Hence, the female heads adopted 
emotion-focused coping strategies to adjust to the stressful situations. Both the problem-
focused and emotion-focused forms of coping seem to be facilitative for the female heads 
in coping with the stressful encounters.  
 However, the findings of the study indicate that the coping process of the female 
heads could be influenced by micro-level factors like their age, marital status, living 
arrangement, or availability of resources (tangible, human and social resources). Further, 
some macro-level factors could also be influential in the coping process. The study 
suggests that the female heads face personal constraints like the common perception of 
women as dependent and subordinate to men, which reflects the broader societal attitude 
towards women. The respondents were born and brought up in a male-dominated 
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environment and were accustomed to living under the control of men in male-managed 
households. They were used to adjusting to man’s authority and perceived themselves as 
inferior to men. Because of societal attitudes, the female heads applied coping strategies 
like keeping good relation with rich/influential neighbors or relatives, preferably with 
males, and making fictive relations. Besides, due to the gendered division of labor in the 
society, the female heads had to engage in low paid jobs and consequently, they applied 
different coping strategies to cope with the financial constraints.   
 
 When their efforts to manage the problems seemed to be unsuccessful, they 
developed alternative ways such as crying, sharing problems with others, watching 
television, or simply surrendered themselves to their fate. From the findings of the study 
it appears that the female heads are struggling with financial and social constraints, and 
by using both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies they manage to 
survive and run their families, even in the face of stigma and adversity in a patriarchal 
society.  
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Chapter Six: Qualitative Data Findings 
 
The previous chapter examined the economic and social constraints faced by the 
female heads of households and the different coping strategies adopted by them. The data 
collected from the survey revealed that the female heads of households faced a lot of 
hardships in their workplace, in rearing children, in managing their lives outside home, 
and in living without a male authority. To deal with the constraints, the women adopted 
some problem-focused coping strategies such as shifting residence, reducing family 
expenditure, changing their jobs or engaging other family member/s in wage work. 
Besides, when they failed to solve the problems they applied some alternative ways to 
cope with the situations, such as crying, sharing problems with others, watching 
television and even surrendering themselves to their fate. 
In this chapter, the data collected from 10 in-depth interviews are discussed and 
analyzed. This chapter has four sections. Section I presents the different circumstances 
under which the respondents had to take up headship of their family. In Section II, the 
advantages of being the head of the households and the disadvantages or constraints faced 
by the female heads are discussed. Section III explores the environmental resources or the 
social supports available to the female heads that helped them in their struggle for 
survival. The last section presents a qualitative analysis of coping strategies adopted by 
the female heads. The qualitative data illustrate the vivid stories of 10 interviewees, that 
is, their backgrounds, problems, supports and strategies for survival. 
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Section I: Background stories of the female heads of households 
De jure female heads 
During the interviews, the respondents presented accounts of their becoming the 
head of the family. The stories revealed that 5 out of 10 respondents were abandoned by 
their husbands and had to take responsibility for the family, as their relatives were not 
able or willing to take care of their families/households. 
The narratives of participants A, B, D, H, and I present the stories of their abandonment 
that forced them to take charge of the family. 
     “18 years ago, I was married with a rickshaw driver. Our family was running 
with his income and I was a housewife. When I was pregnant, one day my 
husband did not come home and from that day he never came back… Later, I 
heard that he went to India and there he got married. I had to move from my 
rented residence because without my husband’s income it was not possible for 
me to run the family. I came back to my mother’s house and there I gave birth 
to a son. But my mother was dependent on my brothers and my brothers were 
not interested to take my responsibility. There was no way for me to earn my 
livelihood except begging… Even I started to beg in the marketplace with my 
18 months old son. Fortunately, one of my rich neighbors lent me some money 
to start a small business. He also introduced me to a supplier of garment clothes. 
From that day, I started to sell undergarments from door to door and thus I was 
able to earn the livelihood and run my family…”  
(A, 38). 
 
Similar stories were told by participants B and D. 
 
     “After my marriage, the family was running with the income of my husband… 
When my older daughter was two years old, I was pregnant again and became 
very sick. But my husband or in-laws did not seek any kind of treatment for me. 
I was forced to go back to my mother’s house and there I got treatment. After 
some days I gave birth to a son but unfortunately he could not survive. After 
that incident, my husband never made inquiries about my daughter and me… 
Later I heard that he got married again. I didn’t want to go back to him as one of 
his wives… Rather I started to work as a maid and earn my own livelihood. My 
brothers were not interested to take the responsibility of me and my daughter… 
Even they were unwilling to take care of my mother. So I started my own 
household with my daughter and my mother.”  
(B, 38). 
 
                                                                                   
Participant D also reported that her husband left her and went away when she was 
pregnant. She had to go back to her mother’s house but they were also very poor and not 
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able to pay for her food. After the birth of her son, she started working as a housemaid 
and became the main breadwinner. 
Participant I reported,  
“…My husband got married without informing me. When I heard that, I couldn’t 
accept it and there was an altercation between us… After that my husband left 
me and started to live with his second wife. In this circumstance, I took the 
responsibility to run the family and since then I had been living with my son…”  
                                                                                                                                                       
(I , 34 ). 
 
Another case of husband’s remarriage was reported by respondent H. 
 
     “…When I gave birth to my fourth daughter, my husband left me and he got 
married without letting me know…Later he came back with his second wife and 
started torturing me as I could not give birth to a son… I couldn’t tolerate the 
torture…and went back to my father’s house. Since then I started to work and 
took the responsibility to run the family.”  
                           (H, 38 ). 
 
                                 
Taken together, the above stories revealed that husband’s remarriage had turned 
the circumstances of the respondents’ lives and as a result the latter became the main 
breadwinners of the newly constituted family. A similar pattern is noted from the stories 
as three out of five respondents reported, that their husbands left them when they were 
pregnant. It may be due to the fact that the husbands were afraid of taking the 
responsibility of the child and were unwilling to bear the cost of rearing a child along 
with the family. Besides, Muslim law and the existing norms and values accept 
polygamy. Even though the Muslim Family Ordinance of 1985 states that a husband 
should seek his wife’s consent before remarrying, the researcher’s observation is that, the 
husbands seldom follow this law. Especially, in poor and lower middle class families, 
where the wives are mostly uneducated or have a lower level of education, the women are 
either unaware of this law or they do not have the financial support or courage to take 
legal action against their husbands for remarrying, without their consent. Therefore, it 
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seemed that women, particularly the poor women, were not able to assert from their legal 
rights. 
De facto female heads 
 From the qualitative interviews, it was also found that some respondents had been 
acting as female heads of households while they remained married or lived with their 
husbands. These stories revealed that their husband’s disability, or even in some cases 
reluctance in taking the responsibility of the family, thrust the headship on them. 
     “I got married 15 years ago. My husband was a rickshaw driver and our family 
was running with his income…12 years ago, when I was pregnant, my husband 
started to take drug and became addicted…He stopped providing the family 
expenditure and spent all the money to buy his drug. Since then it was very 
difficult for me to maintain the family…After the birth of my son, my husband 
gave the family expenditure for a few days. But soon he started to spend all his 
income for the drug…Even he had been unable to work because of the effect of 
taking drug. My brothers or in-laws were not financially sound enough to take 
the responsibility of my family. In this circumstance, I borrowed some money 
from my neighbors and started a small business. Since then, my family has been 
running with my income and I have been the head of my family…”  
                                                                             (C, 30) 
 
                                                                                                                         
 Participant E reported that she was married at the age of nine and the age gap 
between her and her husband was around 15 years. Her husband had been disabled due to 
old age and from the last eight years she had been managing the family as a female head. 
     “…When my husband was able to earn, I was a housewife. But since he was 
disabled, I had to take the responsibility to maintain my family…Though I have 
three adult sons, they are living with their own families…Sometimes they give 
me money…but it is very occasional…”  
                                                                                               (E ,59). 
 
From the story of participant G, it was found that she had been married for the last 
13 years. But after 5 years of her marriage she was divorced. There was nobody to care 
for her and her four-year-old son. Since then she started to work as a maid in a students’ 
mess or hostel and for the last eight years she had been the main breadwinner of the 
family and managing her family as a female head. 
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A similar story was told by participant F. 
 
     “…I was born in a village and was married with a poor peasant. We were poor 
but still I did not work outside home…After 5 years, my husband died but he 
didn’t leave any property except a small hut. The relatives of my husband or my 
own were unable to feed my family…I had to migrate from village to seek job 
with my son and daughter.  Since then, I started to work as a maid and earn the 
livelihood for me and my family…I got married again, but my husband had 
another wife. He spends much time with his other wife and he lived with me 
occasionally … He doesn’t give the family expenditure regularly…So, I had 
been the main earner and also the head of the family…”  
                                        (F,40). 
                                 
 A different story was narrated by participant J (31). J and her family were living in 
the village.  But one year ago, they lost their house and property as a result of river 
erosion. They lost everything they had and moved to the city to seek employment.  
     “…One of my relatives helped me to find a job as a maid. We started to live in a 
rented house near to my relative…But my husband couldn’t find a suitable job 
and he went back to village and worked as a day laborer. Hence, I started to live 
in the city with my son (5) and daughter (14) and run the family with my 
income…My husband comes to visit us in every 3/4 months and also gives 
some money. But I have to manage my family as a female head…”   
                           (J, 31). 
                                                                                                                                                                                                      
 From the qualitative data presented above, an inference can be drawn that the 
women in this study had been heads of households not voluntarily but due to adverse 
situations like abandonment, husband’s disability or unwillingness to take family 
responsibility. The qualitative data not only present the background stories of the 
respondents, but also depict their distressing situations during the transitional period. In 
Bangladesh society, daughters are considered as temporary members of their natal family. 
Once women are married, they are expected to adjust as best as they can with their 
husband’s households/families. Except in case of extreme abuse, women who stay 
married are better off than those whose marriages break down (White, 1992). 
Conventionally a woman looks for support from her natal family, if her marriage gets into 
difficulty. But in poor families, if a woman returns to her parental home, she may bring 
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shame and often an economic burden. When the woman’s natal family is poor or not able 
to support her, she has little option to survive. Thus, the respondents, who were 
abandoned or divorced by their husbands, had to become the head of the family as a way 
to survive.   
 
Section II: Advantages /disadvantages of being a female head of a household    
 The respondents expressed some advantages of being a female head of a 
household. Eight of the respondents reported that the only advantage of being a head of 
the family was the freedom they enjoyed in spending money and in making decisions. 
     “… The only benefit of being a head of the family is that I can spend money 
according   to my wish and can live independently…”  
(B, 38). 
 
                                                                          
“…As a head of the family I have freedom in taking any decision and choosing 
my job…now I can maintain my family as I wish…”  
   (H, 38) 
                                                                                                 
     “…Now I can earn by myself and can spend freely…I am not liable to 
anyone…even I can lend money to my sister/s when they are in need that I 
couldn’t do before, because my husband didn’t let me …”   
 (C, 30)  
 
                                                                                                         
Participant A expressed a different aspect of freedom that is, freedom from physical 
torture. 
     “ For me, the main benefit of being the head of the household is that now I don’t 
have to tolerate the torture of my husband…when I was living with my 
husband, he beat me frequently…now my life is not restricted…I can move 
freely…”  
                                      (A, 38). 
 
   
In Bangladesh, conventionally women occupy a structurally weak position in 
households and community. In this society, marriage may be considered as a prime means 
of subordination. After her marriage, a woman is expected to show her submission and 
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obedience, and through good manner and modest behavior, she tries to satisfy her 
husband and/or husband’s family. Therefore, in traditional male headed households, 
women lack individual rights over material resources and they generally have little 
control over cash. Usually the husband makes all the decisions and the wife is supposed 
to accept it. A field research in a Bangladeshi village, conducted by White (1992), 
suggested that if she (wife) makes the decision, it is because he (husband) allows her to. 
After a discussion between a group of village women regarding the practice of power, 
White made the point that “women’s fortunes depend primarily on the ‘kindness’ of their 
husbands” (p.136).  
In view of this argument, it can be said that the respondents were enjoying the 
benefit of being the heads of the households in terms of practicing some sort of power. As 
heads of the households they had freedom in terms of spending money and making 
decisions. Being freed from the male domination within their households, the 
respondents’ lives had become somewhat unrestricted. The structural change in the family 
configuration forced them to become the heads of the households and they gained some 
freedom as a by-product of the female headship. In other words, the situational change 
liberated them and the respondents enjoyed some freedom in spending and decision 
making as compared to their earlier role as spouse in a male headed household.  However, 
the respondents who expressed the above advantages of being the heads of the households 
were mostly separated or abandoned by their husbands. Only one married respondent (C, 
30) expressed her freedom in spending.  
From the findings, it seems that the respondents who were living without any male 
authority were more likely to enjoy the freedom and autonomy, as compared to the 
married respondents.  
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 102
 However, the research also found that the respondents could hardly enjoy their 
lives as female heads due to various financial and social constraints. All the respondents 
reported a number of difficulties faced by them as female heads of households. The 
constraints and difficulties mentioned by the respondents are as follows:     
1. Low wage/income as compared to work load and work hours  
2. Problems in child rearing 
3. Unsuitability of work hours 
4. Feelings of shame and embarrassment to go in public for daily work 
5. Paying high prices of commodities/being cheated 
6. Feelings of insecurity 
7. Hardship in managing a family alone                                         
 
Low wage/income as compared to work load and work hours 
 All the respondents who were interviewed said that they receive low wages 
despite long working hours. In fact, insufficient income was found to be the most 
common and predominant constraint that the female heads were facing. Seven 
respondents out of 10 reported that they had to work 12 hours a day with no day off. Only 
two of them earned Taka 1500 per month and the rest earned Taka 1200 per month or 
even less than that. 
     “Everyday I work 12 hours, from morning to night…But I get only 850 Taka per 
month from which I have to pay 400 Taka for my house rent…it’s really 
difficult to run a family of four members with this small income…”  
                                                                                    (J, 31). 
 
                                                                                                   
     “I sell undergarments from door to door and for that I have to spend 10 hours a 
day and the whole day I have to walk from one place to another…I walk 10/12 
kilometer a day but after all this effort I can earn only 1200 Taka per 
month…moreover, this income is not consistent…sometime I can earn more 
…sometime less…”  
(A, 38).                                                                                                                              
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     “My day starts at 5-30 in the morning, when it still remains dark…I walk 2 
kilometers to reach my workplace. I work in a mess where 14-16 students live 
together. I have to cook for them, clean the rooms, and wash their clothes…I 
work 12 hours a day and 7 days a week and get 1500 Taka per month, which I 
think is very insufficient …”  
                                                                                 (G, 36). 
                                                                                                                                     
 
Participant C also sells clothes from door to door. She works 8-10 hours a day and has to 
walk about 7/8 kilometers everyday. After working the whole day she sews dresses in the 
evening. 
     “I have to walk a lot for selling the clothes…after working the whole day I feel 
tired…but still I sit for sewing dresses to earn some extra money…I have no 
time to rest …sometimes overload of work makes me sick. But I have to go out 
for work despite my sickness…at the time of my sickness, I wish there was 
another person to earn…I would not have to struggle so much…”  
(C, 30). 
 
Participant D, an abandoned woman articulated her feelings of helplessness due to her 
insufficient income:  
     “…it is not a big problem for me to maintain the family …but when my stomach 
remains empty and I have to endure the pain of hunger, I wish my husband was 
the head of the family…when I become sick and cannot go for work, I have to 
starve…at that time I wish I were not the breadwinner…if somebody else could 
bear the burden of the family…”  
                                   (D, 22). 
                                             
 
Participant E expressed similar emotions: 
 
      “It is a pleasure to run the family if you can earn enough…when I have not 
enough money, I wish I were not responsible for maintaining my family…”   
                                                                                                                     (E, 59) 
  
Financial hardship due to insufficient income seems to be the foremost concern of 
the female heads. It appeared that the respondents could not enjoy their status as a female 
head, mostly because of their constraints in maintaining the family with a very low 
income. The respondents were constantly worried about their future as they could hardly 
meet their daily expenses with what they earned. Despite the financial hardship, they tried 
to save some money through joining a cooperative society, and this small savings seemed 
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to be the only hope for their future. They did not even expect an increase of income due 
to the lack of opportunities for better paying employment. Due to their lower income they 
could not provide education for their children, and as a result their children also received 
low wages. It seemed almost impossible for them to break this vicious circle.    
 
Problems in child rearing 
In Bangladesh, motherhood is the primary role of women. They are perceived as 
the natural caregivers and nurturers of life. Therefore, women have to bear the sole 
responsibility for the care of family members. As heads of the households, the 
respondents were the main financial contributors of the family and, at the same time, the 
primary caregivers of their children. Whilst earning their livelihood they could not avoid 
the responsibility as mothers. 
 Of the 10 interviewees, all had children and eight of them mentioned that they 
faced problems in taking care of their children, as they were the heads of the households. 
The respondents had to work outside the home for long hours, so they could not look after 
their children properly.  
     “Everyday I work 10 hours outside home and there is nobody to look after my 
daughter... When I work outside, my daughter has to stay in our neighbor’s or 
relative’s home. Sometimes they do not treat her very well…but I have no 
choice…I got her admitted in a school, but when she was in class five, she 
stopped going school…I wanted to make her educated but I couldn’t give her 
time and company, as I have to spend most of the time outside home…”  
                                 (B, 38). 
                                            
 
Participant C also mentioned that she was facing problems in taking care of her son: 
 
     “I have to spend 8-10 hours outside for selling clothes. My son stays home alone 
all the day…when he was 4 years old, one day, while I was not at home, he was 
about to drown in a nearby pond…one of my neighbor saved him 
fortunately…even now my son is not attentive in learning …all the day he loves 
to move around here and there…plays with others…as there is no one to govern 
him…”   
                                                    (C, 30). 
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     “My son became disobedient because there was no male head in the 
household… He was not afraid of me and didn’t obey me… I could not control 
him…”  
                                      (F, 40). 
                                                                                                                              
Six respondents mentioned that they could not bring up their children properly due to 
their inadequate income. 
     “My earning is not sufficient to bring up my children properly…I could not give 
them necessary clothing, usually they wear old dresses given away by our rich 
neighbors… Even I could not bear the cost of their education…my older 
daughter gave up school for the lack of money…”  
                                                                                                       (H, 34). 
 
 
     “With my small income I cannot even feed my son properly…I feel very sad 
when I cannot provide the food he wants…”  
                                                                                       (D, 22). 
                                                                      
 From these narratives, it appears that the respondents were juggling between their 
roles as main breadwinners and as mothers. Also from their responses it seems that they 
found it quite difficult to bear this dual responsibility. On the one hand, they could not 
bring up their children properly due to their inadequate income, and on the other, they 
could not take care of their children for lack of time. Besides, because of the common 
societal view of male domination, the respondents failed to control their children, 
particularly the growing sons.   
 
Unsuitability of work hours 
 
The respondents who were working as maids in houses and messes (six out of 10) 
mentioned unsuitable work hours as a major constraint. They had to work 10-12 hours a 
day from morning to night with a very short break. 
 Participant G, a maid in mess, reported that she was over burdened with her work 
and the long hours she worked was not suitable for her, as she had to maintain her family 
as well.   
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     “In the very early morning (before 6 o’clock) I have to arrive at my workplace [a 
student mess]. There I prepare breakfast for the students. In my mess, there is no 
refrigerator. So I have to go to market and buy the fish/meat and vegetables 
everyday. Then I cook lunch for them…At 1:30/2:00 pm I get about 1 hour 
break. Then I come back home and I have to cook for my family and do other 
household work…in the afternoon I go again and cook dinner for the 
students…when I come back it’s about 9 o’clock at night…”  
                                                (G, 36). 
                                                                                                                              
 Another respondent reported: 
 
     “I have to stay 8-10 hours outside home for selling clothes. Sometimes I can not 
manage time to come back home for lunch…I have to take lunch in afternoon, 
sometimes in the evening…”  
                                                                               (A, 38). 
 
 
The respondents mentioned that it was quite difficult for them to juggle between 
their work and household chores simultaneously. They thought that they could not 
manage the household chores or keep their house as clean as other housewives who do 
not work. 
 
Feelings of shame and embarrassment to go to public sphere for daily work 
In a traditional society like Bangladesh, women are largely excluded from public 
life. Usually, women depend on males for the outside activities, because women’s 
movement in public places is restricted and viewed negatively by the society.  
 As female heads of households the respondents had to go out of their homes to 
earn their livelihood and also to do shopping. Of the ten interviewees, one had to sell fish 
in a market place for livelihood, and two sold clothes from door to door. So they had no 
choice but to negotiate in public places. Even the respondents, who worked as maids in 
houses and messes, had to walk a long way to reach their workplaces. They could not 
afford the transportation cost and avoid walking on the crowded roads. 
     “I work as a maid and often I have to go to market to buy vegetables and 
groceries for them …when I go to market, men stare at me…I feel very shy to 
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move in front of the curious eyes of men…at that moment I wish I had a 
husband, then I would not have to face this shameful situation…”  
                                                                                                                      (D, 22). 
                                                    
     “While going out of the home for daily work, several times I became the victim 
of men’s indecent behaviors …I feel very uneasy walking on the road or going 
to market places…But I have no way to avoid it…”  
                                                                                                                    (B, 38). 
                                                                                                  
Another respondent experienced indecent behavior of males: 
     “I have to move here and there for selling the goods…when I walk on the road, 
people pass comments on me…they often insult me as I move in public places 
in spite of being a woman…in the beginning I felt very shy to move in public 
places, but I was bound to do this to continue my business…now I have 
accepted it and adjusted with the situation…”  
                                                                                                          (A, 38). 
                                           
 
 The experiences described by the respondents reveal that because of the male’s 
licentious behavior like winking, teasing, passing comments (“are you alone?” “can I join 
you ?”), the women felt embarrassed and anxious to move in public places. But since they 
were the main breadwinners of the family, the respondents could not avoid going outside 
home and had to face the indecent male behavior. The younger female respondents were 
more vulnerable to such teasing and indecencies.  
 
Paying  high prices of commodities/being cheated  
  Five of the respondents reported that while shopping they had to pay higher prices 
for commodities and bargain more than male customers. 
     “When I go to buy groceries and vegetables, always I have to bargain…the sales 
man  asks for high price and always tries to cheat me by giving less goods in 
weight…”  
                                                                                                                                                        
(B,38).                                                                                                                                  
 
 Participant A reported that when she sells clothes, her customers want to give 
money by installment. They seldom pay the total price and some times they do not pay 
the full price. She experienced difficulty in regaining the money. 
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     “…Everybody treats me as weak and naïve…they try to pay less and in 
installment…often some customers do not pay the total price at all…”                         
                                                                                                                    (A, 38). 
 
Another respondent, who sells fish in the market, mentioned:  
 
     “When I started my business I could not calculate properly because I had no 
education. At that time people wanted to give less money and I had been 
cheated…” 
                                (H, 34).     
                                                                                                   
 As heads of the households, the respondents had to engage in outside work and 
activities in order to earn their livelihood. But because of their lower level of education 
and lack of exposure to outside activities, they were particularly susceptible to fraud and 
malpractices. People tend to take advantage of these women’s unprotected and vulnerable 
status and thus the respondents were more liable to be deceived and exploited, especially 
those who were doing small businesses. 
 
Feelings of insecurity 
Insecurity was cited by five respondents as a hazard of living alone, or without 
any adult male member. Among the respondents, three were abandoned by their husbands 
and were living without any adult male member in the house. 
Participant B, who was living with her 15 years old daughter and her mother (50), 
described her feelings of insecurity:  
     “It’s very difficult to live alone with only a daughter…I always feel scared to 
live alone…that’s why I have arranged my mother to live with us. My daughter 
is growing up… I am also worried about the safety of hers…I wonder if 
somebody teases or behaves indecently, how can I protect her? If her father was 
here …the responsibility would be his…”  
                                                                                                       (B, 38). 
 
     “When my husband left me, I was very scared to live alone…now I feel a bit 
better, because my son (15) has grown up. When my son was younger, I never 
came out of my room at night…not even for going to toilet…”  
                                                                                                                        (A, 38). 
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Anxiety over daughter’s safety and chances of marriage was also named by participant H: 
     “I always worry about my daughters…I wonder how I can arrange marriage for 
them…every body will ask about their father...you know, it’s very difficult to 
arrange daughter’s marriage for a single mother…”  
                                                                                                                 (H, 36).                                                                                        
 
Not only the abandoned women, but also the respondents, who were in married 
relationship during the interviews, mentioned their concerns over insecurity before their 
second marriage: 
     “After the separation with my first husband it was very difficult to live with a 4 
year old son…people suspected that I might get involved with illegal profession 
(prostitution) …even there were some men who tried to make sexual advances 
to me…at that time I felt embarrassed and also insecure…”                         
                                                                                                                    (G, 36).   
                                                                      
 
From a respondent’s (F, 40) experience, it appears that her feelings of insecurity made her 
remarry:   
     “After the death of my first husband I came to the city with my children…at that 
time I was young and was harassed by many inappropriate suitors who wanted 
to marry me but not as their only wife! ...either they had other wife/wives or 
they were very aged…or some were interested to live together with me…… In 
fact, because of this insecurity, I had to marry again against my will…”  
                            (F, 40).   
                                                                                               
Another type of insecurity was cited by participant I, who had a small grocery shop on 
government land.  
     “The local gangsters often threaten me to evict from government land…they 
take toll from me…I have to pay them from my limited income to avoid the 
eviction…you know, it’s very difficult to run a shop for a single woman. 
Sometimes I feel scared because it is the only way for me to earn my 
livelihood”  
                                  (I, 38). 
                                                                                                               
 
 From the responses cited above, it appears that the lack of male authority makes 
the respondents feel insecure. The common view of Bangladeshi society is that a woman 
must live under the shelter of an adult male and this view also reinforces women’s 
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perception of insecurity. The respondents seemed to be scared of living alone due to their 
own attitudes and also due to special circumstances. The insecurity appeared to be a 
major obstacle for single women to becoming self-reliant. It was quite common for a 
single woman to face the rumors about her loss of virtue. Even any new wealth was 
commonly put down as earnings from prostitution. Thus, in a patriarchal society like 
Bangladesh, a single woman becomes an anomaly and something of a threat. To get rid of 
this insecurity, some respondents preferred to get married again or to maintain their 
married life only for the shelter and so called protection of their husbands. 
 
Hardship in managing a family alone 
Four respondents stated that it was hard to manage alone as a female head of a 
household. 
Participant E, a female head, whose husband was disabled due to old age, stated: 
     “When my husband was able to earn, he had all the responsibilities…now it’s 
my responsibility to take care of everything…how to earn money…how to 
spend…how to run the family with the limited income… In fact, I was not used 
to with maintaining all these, especially the financial matters…now it seems 
really difficult to manage everything alone…”  
                                                                                                       (E, 59). 
                                           
     “Sometimes it’s very hard to make decision alone…when I need to seek 
suggestions, I have to depend on my neighbor(s)…now the situation is better, 
because while making an important decision, I can discuss with my son (15).”  
                              (A, 38). 
                                                                                     
Participant D also perceived the difficulties of managing everything alone: 
     “As I have to earn my own livelihood, I always have tension…what should I do 
…how to take care of my son…how to earn enough to survive…”  
                                                                                                                       (D, 22). 
                                                                                                            
The above expressions suggest that the respondents were not used to taking up the 
responsibility of their households all by themselves, as all of them were housewives 
before becoming the head of the family. When headship was imposed on them, they 
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found it difficult to manage everything on their own. When their husbands were 
responsible for running the family, they did not have to worry about everything and they 
used to be rather dependent. This dependency accompanied by their lower level of 
education, lack of knowledge and experience about handling the outside activities initially 
made them less confident to deal with all the family matters as female heads. Thus the 
qualitative data or responses of the female heads also revealed some interesting facts. On 
the one hand these women were enjoying freedom and autonomy in spending and 
decision-making, but on the other, they were also feeling insecure and anxious due to 
their single status, the very reason they were able to enjoy some autonomy. Furthermore, 
they were inclined to appraise themselves as less able than their male counterparts. They 
felt less confident in making any important family decision and so they tended to seek 
advice or suggestions from others. Thus, it appears that despite the freedom from male 
domination, the female heads tend to depend on others (preferably males) due to their 
lack of self-confidence resulting from deficiency in education and knowledge.  
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Section III: Environmental resources or social supports available to the 
female heads 
In the qualitative interviews, the respondents mentioned some environmental 
resources that were useful to them and some sources of social support that were helpful 
for their survival. Some respondents were engaged in social/development organizations, 
such as NGOs/local cooperative societies. With the help of such organizations, they 
started a small savings that could help them in time of crisis. Some relatives and 
neighbors seemed to be of significant social supports for the female head. 
Six respondents were involved with NGOs and local cooperatives. Participant B 
joined a local cooperative society formed by some poor women for the development of 
their condition. She saved 100 Taka per month and this savings seemed to be a hope for 
her future. 
Participant H had also joined an NGO and started a small savings there: 
     “I became a member of ASA (Association for Social Advancement). I had 
borrowed money from there and returned the money by installment. I used that 
money to repair my house…it really helped me a lot…now I have started a 
savings of 100 Taka per month in ASA, so that I can use this money for future 
crisis.” 
                                                   (H, 34 ).                                                                                                     
 
Besides the social organizations, neighbors and relatives seemed to be a big 
informal support for the female heads. A number of respondents tended to depend on 
their relatives or neighbors for advice in times of crisis. 
Participant J was helped by her relative from the beginning when she migrated from her 
village. The support from her relative increased her confidence to face the new situation. 
     “When I came from my village, I started to live near to my relative, because I 
was totally new in the city…since then she has been giving me the support…at 
that time I felt helpless in a new city…she helped me to seek a job…I depend 
on her for any suggestion, she also lends money in my crisis…I have joined an 
NGO (TMSS) according to her suggestion and started a small saving…”  
                                                     (J, 31).  
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Participants B and D were also helped by some of their relatives: 
     “My brothers and sisters live near to me…but I was never helped by my 
brothers… When I work out of my home, my daughter stays at my sister’s 
home. In this case, my sister helps me a lot…”  
                                                                                       (B, 38). 
                                                 
 
     “My sisters live near to me and they help me in my crisis…I borrow money from 
them…but their financial condition is not very good either…they couldn’t lend 
money as often as I need…” 
                                                                                 (D, 32).  
                                                  
 Participant C’s relatives did not live near to her, so she could not have their 
cooperation in need. Besides, her brothers and sisters were not financially well off and not 
educated enough to be able to help her. Her neighbors helped her a lot by giving money 
as ‘jakat’ or by lending money in her bad times. They gave used clothes for her son. One 
of her neighbors helped her to get a big amount of donation from the Rotary Club of 
Rajshahi for the treatment of her son:  
     “I will be grateful ever to my neighbors for giving me the financial and moral 
support. Even when my drug addict husband started to beat me to give him 
money to buy drugs, my neighbors came to save me…you know, without the 
help of my neighbors, I wouldn’t be able to struggle…”   
                                                                                                                     (C, 30). 
                                                                      
Another respondent mentioned the kindness of her neighbors: 
     “My brothers and sisters live near me, but I never got any help from 
them…however, I have some rich neighbors who often help me by giving 
financial support like jakat. Besides, I seek their suggestions to take any 
important decision …when I failed to submit the registration fees for the 
Secondary School Certificate examination of my son, one of my kind neighbors 
gave the money for the registration and my son was able to attend the exam…”  
                                 (A, 38).        
                                        
In view of the above statements, it is apparent that the respondents are poor in 
terms of material resources and they tend to be dependent on kinship links for basic 
survival. The support of their relatives and neighbors and in some cases the 
social/development organizations seemed to be particularly important at their crisis time. 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 114
Good social support system was found to be a significant factor to contribute to their 
survival. 
This discussion enables greater understanding about the resources available to the 
female heads, which was mentioned earlier in Chapter Four.  
 
Section IV: Coping strategies adopted by the female heads  
All the respondents interviewed (10) were housewives before becoming heads of 
the households. They became heads of their household either because of their husband’s 
disability or unwillingness to take the responsibility of the family, or due to abandonment 
by their husbands. The headship was imposed on them and as such they were not used to 
maintaining a family alone. They found it difficult to run the family as a female head and 
had to develop some strategies to cope with the new situation. 
 
Coping with financial constraints  
To cope with the financial constraints, the respondents applied such strategies as 
reducing family expenditure, changing work, engaging another family member in income 
generation activities and borrowing money.     
Participant A, a female head who sells undergarments from door to door, described how 
she had to cut the family expenditure to cope with the financial restraint: 
     “I cannot get the same profit from my business in every month…when I have 
less profit, I have to reduce the expenditure on food…I cut off fish/meat from 
the menu…I can only buy the cheap and stale vegetables…sometimes I buy 
eggs that are slightly cracked, at a cheap rate and it is the only protein that I can 
afford…however, I can buy the cracked eggs only in winter, because in hot days 
the eggs are often spoiled…”  
                                                                                           (A, 38).                                            
 
To cope with the financial constraints, participant G changed her job: 
     “When I had to take the responsibility as head of the household, I started to work 
as a maid. But my salary was very low and insufficient to run the family…then I 
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began to work in a student mess where my salary was higher and I enjoyed 
more freedom…”   
                                                              (G, 36).                                                  
                                                                                                                                  
Participant J, a housemaid, engaged her daughter as a maid as a way to deal with the 
financial hardship: 
     “I earn 850 Taka per month and I have to pay 400 Taka for the house rent…it’s 
very difficult to run the family with the rest of the income…my daughter was 
reading in class five when we were in village with my husband…But I couldn’t 
bear the cost of her education here…rather I engaged her in income earning to 
maintain my family well... Now she is working as a maid like me…”   
                                                              (J, 31). 
 
                                                                                               
     “It’s very difficult to run the family with 300 Taka only that I earn by working as 
a maid, from which I have to pay 150 Taka for house rent… I get two meals 
from the house where I work, but it is only sufficient for one person... I have to 
share the meal with my son… I often buy things from the nearby shop on 
credit… I borrow money from my relatives… Sometimes I have to pay the due 
grocery bills by borrowing money from my sisters or by keeping the house rent 
unpaid…”    
                                                                   (D, 22).      
                                                                                        
 
 
 The above statements represent the different strategies applied by the female 
heads in dealing with the financial constraints. Seven respondents reported that they 
changed their jobs to get a better salary. Engaging another family member in income 
earning activities also seemed to be a useful strategy as it provides supplementary income 
to the family and helps them to live better. However, when the respondents could not find 
a way to increase their earning, they had to adopt such coping strategies as reducing the 
family expenditure, especially that of food or, as a last resort, going into debt. Oftentimes 
the reduction of expenditure on food resulted in malnutrition and chronic illness, and 
medical treatment could not be afforded. Some respondents tried to cope with the 
financial adversities by borrowing money from relatives or neighbors, but it was just a 
temporary solution. They did not know how they would return the money. To survive in 
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such financial hardship, the respondents tended to depend on their rich neighbors or their 
employers. 
Coping with social constraints 
Feelings of insecurity or uncertainty about the future appeared to be another big 
difficulty faced by the female heads. This was related to the fact that no adult male 
member was present in the family or the males were not contributing to the families. To 
cope with this situation, the respondents applied strategies like keeping good relations 
with rich neighbors in return for protection and assistance in times of crisis, making 
fictive relations or, if possible, getting married again. These strategies were acceptable 
within their cultural setting. 
 The following statements describe the ways female heads took care of the troubles 
of insecurity and anxiety over uncertain future. 
     “I always want to satisfy my employer with my works… if they ask for any extra 
work, I try to do that…you know, if I can satisfy them, they will also help me in 
my crisis…”     
                                                    (B, 38).         
 
                                  
     “I always try to keep good relation with my neighbors. Some times they call me 
to do some household work when their maids are absent… I do their work even 
though my business is hampered … I try to do any kind of unpaid work for 
them…As they help me in my crisis by lending money, giving good suggestions 
or moral support…”  
                                                                            (C,30 ).      
 
                                                                                                                                     
Two respondents made fictive relations to get the protection and support from them:  
     “My husband is very old and disabled… My sons are married and living with 
their own families far away from me… as I am living with my old husband and 
three daughters… I feel that there is no body to take care of me… So I made a 
God son… he helps me a lot…last couple of days ago, I had been very 
sick…then my God son took me to the hospital and arranged for my 
treatment…”  
                                     (E, 59). 
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     “As my husband lives in the village and I live here with my daughter (15) and 
son (5), sometimes I feel helpless… So I made a God father… he is the owner 
of the mess where I work… he is very kind and cooperative…in my crisis he 
lends me money… I always go to him to seek any suggestion… I got my 
daughter employed as a maid in his house. My God father assured me that he 
will arrange the marriage for my daughter and also bear the cost of her 
marriage…”  
                                          (J, 31).           
                                                                          
 
Two respondents indicated that they got married for the second time, as they felt insecure 
when they were alone: 
     “After my separation, I maintained my family as a female head for eight 
years…but I found that it is very difficult for a female to live without an adult 
male member in the family…when I lived with my four year old son, people 
had bad attitude towards me … they suspected me… sometimes they tried to 
make sexual advancement to me … To get rid of this situation, I decided to get 
married again.”  
                                                             (G, 36). 
     
                                                                                                            
     “It was very difficult to live in the city with my young children only… I was 
scared and insecure …and harassed by inappropriate suitors …at last I got 
married again though my husband had another wife…he stays with me only 
occasionally …and doesn’t give money regularly… it’s me who run the 
family… But now I feel better because, people know that I am a married 
woman…”  
                             (F, 40).        
                                                                                                   
 
 Another respondent, C mentioned that her husband was a drug addict and he did 
not give money to run the family. Rather, sometimes she had to give him money to buy 
his drugs. Otherwise, her husband beat her or stole something from the house and sold it 
to purchase drugs. She tried to correct him using different methods but failed. For twelve 
years she had been maintaining her family as a female head and tolerating the torture of 
her husband. But she did not divorce her husband only to show society that she is a 
married woman and there is an adult male member in the family. 
     “My husband doesn’t contribute financially to run the family… rather I have to 
spend money for him…I spent enough money for his treatment… And even for 
his drugs… But he didn’t change…sometimes I think it’s better to divorce 
him…especially when he snatched the money that I earned by the sweat of my 
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brows …but … I am scared to live alone…you know, the society doesn’t have a 
positive view towards a divorced woman, especially when she is alone… In 
spite of his torture I am living with him to avoid the insecurity…”  
                                      (C, 30).         
                                                         
 
 
 The above stories told by the respondents reveal that the change of household 
headship propelled them into severe crisis. The imposition of household headship  causes 
economic collapse and a loss of support, particularly, the loss of shelter from an adult 
male. In the Bangladesh society, a single woman, whether widowed, divorced or 
abandoned, is not viewed positively. Financial constraints like inadequate income, lower 
wages and social constraints like insecurity, exploitation and sexual harassment thrust 
them to an inferior position. In spite of being the head of household, the respondents felt 
insecure because of the absence of an adult male member in the family. They were likely 
to be harassed or treated negatively by society. Though they were the main financial 
contributors of the family, they needed protection or shelter from an adult male. To cope 
with the insecurity, or uncertainty, the respondents adopted strategies like keeping good 
relation with rich neighbors, making fictive relationship, or where possible, getting 
married again or just staying in abusive marriage for the sake of security. 
 From the qualitative data, it appears that the female heads have independence and 
control over their earnings. However, they are found to feel insecure, especially those 
who have no adult male member in the family. In keeping within their culture, they 
needed to depend on an adult male for security and protection. The aforementioned 
discussion suggests that the prevailing cultural beliefs and values influence the coping 
process of the female heads of the households. Thus the fifth research question posed on 
page 11 in chapter one has been addressed.     
 It was found that the respondents also adopted some emotion focused forms of 
coping along with the strategies of problem focused coping. When the respondents fail to 
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practically solve the problem, they tended to apply some alternative ways to cope with the 
situation. They tried to accept the situations as their fate. They accepted their fate and 
prayed to God (Allah) to overcome the crisis, and this way they tried to feel better. 
     “Allah does not write the same fortune for everyone…and I can not control my 
fortune…you know, it is my belief that every thing will happen according to my 
fortune… I cry to Allah to help me and do my prayer…”          
                                                                                                                    (E, 59). 
   
                                                                                                        
     “While maintaining my family alone, I often failed to solve some problems… 
when I can not do anything to improve my situation, I accept it as my fate… 
Sometimes I go to shrine to fulfill a vow…”   
           (A, 38).    
                                                        
 
Some respondents (five in total) mentioned that they shared their problems with their 
neighbors to reduce stress:  
     “It’s very difficult to maintain the family alone when there is nobody to support 
you… Sometimes I feel very stressed …I share my problems with my 
neighbors…By sharing the problems with others I feel a bit better…”      
                                                                                                                    (C, 30). 
      
                                                                                                    
Watching television or enjoying a cinema was found to be an alternative way of coping: 
     “After becoming the head of the household, I faced so many problems…and I 
could do nothing…Sometimes I feel awful…when I couldn’t do anything I tried 
to forget about the problems by watching television or cinema… I watch 2/3 TV 
serials everyday…And I feel better…”  
    (F, 40).     
                                                                   
 
     “Often I failed to solve the problems that emerged in maintaining the household 
alone… I wonder if there is anything I can do … Sometimes I go to my 
neighbor’s house to watch television…It makes me feel better…”       
                                                                                                                    ( J, 31).          
                                                                                               
 
Four respondents stated that when they failed to solve their problems they just wept: 
     “When I think about the problems that surround me, I cry and cry…what else 
can I do?”  
                                (D, 22). 
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 This chapter presented some qualitative details of the 10 female heads of 
households and discussed the difficulties they faced in maintaining their household as 
female heads. The vivid stories of the participants throw light on their feelings and actual 
life experiences, and the voices illustrate the quantitative analysis done in the previous 
chapters. From their stories it can be concluded that though the respondents were the 
main financial contributors of the family, they were not accepted positively by the 
society. They had been facing difficulties in maintaining their paid work and household 
chores at the same time, in rearing their children, and in managing the life outside their 
homes. They were insecure about the absence of an adult male member in the family. 
Therefore, it seems that the women, who were maintaining their households as heads of 
the family, were struggling with the financial as well as social constraints. Their lack of 
opportunities for wage work outside their homestead, combined with the high risk of 
being subjected to sexual harassment and social criticism, tend to marginalize them and 
make them acutely vulnerable. To cope with the situations emerging from change in 
headship of household, the respondents adopted both problem focused and emotion 
focused forms of coping strategies. Finally, the qualitative data shows through real life 
examples, that in spite of being in charge of the households, the female heads continue to 
face the negative responses from the larger community.                                                                                    
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 
 
This chapter discusses the socio-demographic characteristics of the FHHs living in 
urban poor communities in Rajshahi, Bangladesh, the resources available to the female 
heads and their constraints, which influence the coping process of the female heads. 
Findings from the study indicate that the female-headed households in Rajshahi are facing 
both financial and social constraints in different facets of their lives. The FHHs seem to 
be the victims of poverty as they lack tangible resources such as assets, money and 
commodities, and intangible resources like information, security and self-esteem.  
The female heads of households experienced consequential problems due to the 
change of household headship. Adverse situations like death of a husband, divorce, 
abandonment or a husband’s disability suddenly thrust the headship on them. The female 
heads experienced not only the loss of support from the husband, but also an economic 
breakdown due to the absence of the main breadwinner.  
 
Pre-disposing factors leading to female headship 
A large number of respondents in this study were divorced, separated or 
abandoned by their husbands and one of the main contributing factors for the dissolution 
of marriage was found to be remarriage by some of the husbands. Remarrying is quite 
common in Bangladeshi society because the existing norms and values and the Muslim 
laws accept polygamy. The Muslim Family Laws Ordinance of 1961, which governs 
marriage and divorce, allows up to four wives, provided each wife is treated equally 
(Qadir, 1968, cited by Zaman, 1999). The specific conditions under which polygamous 
marriages are allowed in Islam seem to be rarely followed. In a patriarchal society like 
Bangladesh, the husband has a unilateral right to divorce his wife without even showing 
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grounds, and this could be a reason for the increasing cases of divorce, separation and 
abandonment, which have negative consequences for married women. After the 
dissolution of marriage either by divorce, separation, abandonment or death of the 
husband the women often suffer enormous difficulties in earning a livelihood. 
In this research, the sample was heterogeneous in terms of marital status, and a 
number of married respondents were interviewed along with the widowed, divorced, 
separated and abandoned respondents. The married female respondents had become heads 
of the households mainly because of the husband’s disability or the husband’s reluctance 
to maintain the family. However, the findings from the study suggest that when the 
marriage comes to an end or undergoes strain, the women try to find financial and social 
support from their immediate families. But when their fathers/brothers were not able or 
were reluctant to provide support, they had to engage themselves in income earning 
activities and take responsibility as female heads. The study found that the females 
became the heads of their households not voluntarily but due to adverse situations. It 
confirms the first research question related to the pre-disposing factors leading to female 
headship. 
 
Characteristics of the FHHs  
The findings from this research revealed that the majority of the female heads 
were middle aged who were living with their children, and there were no adult male 
members in the majority of the households, except those with some married female heads. 
In terms of marital status, the sample was heterogeneous as there were widowed, 
divorced, separated or abandoned female heads along with a number of married female 
heads. Before taking responsibility as female heads, a majority of the respondents were 
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housewives. When the headship was imposed on them they had to generate an income to 
pay for the basic necessities of life for themselves and their dependents.  
A majority of the respondents were found to be working as maids in houses and 
messes/private student hostels. Though such a job was lowly paid, it seems to be the most 
available job, mainly due to lack of opportunities for better paying employment in a small 
city like Rajshahi, particularly for the female heads, who had little education. In urban 
areas, the existing need of hiring domestic labors provides an opportunity for the female 
heads to earn their livelihoods. The female heads were the main breadwinners and more 
likely to be reliant on their own income. The children of the FHHs were less likely to 
attend school and more likely to engage in income generation. This study finding supports 
the findings of Pryer (2003), Mannan (2000) and Barrose, Fox and Mendonka (1997). 
Although, the sample was taken from urban poor communities with a monthly 
income of below 3000 Taka, the majority of the respondents belonged to the lowest 
income group, who could earn only 501-1000 Taka per month. Their income was very 
low despite the long working hours. Because of the gender division of labor, women had 
fewer opportunities in more remunerative employment and were engaged in lowly paid 
and menial jobs. In addition to their long hours of lowly paid tedious work, the female 
heads had to retain the traditional responsibility of rearing and caring for the children as 
well as keeping their own houses. Therefore, they seemed to be overburdened with 
responsibilities.   
The findings from this study support earlier findings by Mannan (2000) and Pryer 
(2003) that there is a close link between FHHs and poverty in Bangladesh. Furthermore, 
from the findings of this study it could be interpreted that limited access to education and 
training, lack of opportunities for more remunerative employment for the female heads, 
and inability to provide education for the children in FHHs, make it difficult for the 
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female heads to escape from poverty in the future. Thus, poverty is perpetuated and the 
vicious circle continues in the FHHs.   
However, from a review of the relevant literature, it appears that the female heads 
are also over represented in the lower income groups in many other countries in the world 
apart from Bangladesh. A number of past studies reveal that in South Africa (Posel, 
2001), Zimbabwe (Hamdok, 1999), Brazil (Barrose, Fox & Mendonka, 1997), and in 
India (Mencher, 1993; Tripathy & Mishra, 2005), the FHHs are more likely to belong to 
the lower income groups, and therefore, are over-represented within the poor. Moreover, 
as compared to men in Brazil, Jamaica, and South Africa, the female heads tend to 
receive lower wages (Barrose, Fox and Mendonka, 1997; Handa, 1996; Posel, 2001), 
which is similar to the findings of this study. 
   
Resources available to the FHHs 
 The female-headed households had scarcity of tangible resources as they lack 
assets, money, and commodities. A majority of them did not own houses and their 
minimum household commodities and possessions depicted their poor living conditions. 
A number of respondents did not inherit any property and a large number of respondents 
could not obtain the inherited property because of the existing customs and culture. This 
is quite predictable in the context of Bangladeshi society. Under the rules of inheritance, 
women always inherit less than men and furthermore, there is a difference between 
women’s right of inheritance and actual practice. In the name of local custom and culture, 
married daughters are expected to give up their inheritance in exchange for the right to 
visit their father’s/brother’s home (Zaman.1999). Usually, women give up their rights to 
inherited land to keep positive relations with their natal families and to ensure continued 
visiting and support in times of crisis, which White (1992) called a “straight trade-off 
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between material and social capital” (p.131). Therefore, after getting divorced or after the 
husband’s death, many women lack property or resources and this put them in a more 
dependent and vulnerable position.  
The female heads also lack human resources like skills and abilities. The majority 
of them did not have any formal education or skills oriented training mainly due to lack of 
opportunities. The female heads were more likely to depend on informal support network 
and seek help from their relatives and/or neighbors. They received financial aid, useful 
suggestions, and moral support from their relatives or neighbors. However, some NGOs 
and local cooperative societies also seemed to be helpful for some of the female heads. 
Through joining cooperative societies they were able to make some small savings and 
achieve an intangible resource like solidarity. When the absence of a male breadwinner, 
and consequently, the lack of tangible resources lead to a situation of increased 
vulnerability, the female heads tend to depend on informal support networks.  From the 
findings it appears that the intangible resources like informal social supports had, to some 
extents, compensated the scarcity of tangible resources for the female heads.        
 A significant finding was obtained when the researcher examined the relationship 
between intangible/psychological resource like practice of power and the marital status of 
the respondents. Compared to the widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned 
respondents, the married respondents were found to be enjoying less autonomy in terms 
of using family property, making family decision, or selecting the type of work for living. 
While the female heads without any adult male member in the family were enjoying 
freedom in spending and decision- making, the married female heads still had to be 
accountable to their husbands who were living with them but not contributing financially. 
Because of the presence of their husbands in the households, the married women were 
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still subjected to male domination and were less likely to practice autonomy in spite of 
being the heads of the households.  
At this point, we can refer to the thoughts and beliefs of Amartya Sen, the Nobel 
laureate economist. Sen believes that poverty and deprivation rarely occur due to the 
scarcity of resources, rather due to the lack of a person’s entitlement to the basic 
necessities of life. Sen’s (1990) entitlement approach to starvation and poverty focuses on 
the ability or inability of people to command food or other commodities through the legal 
means available in the society, including trade opportunities, the use of labor power and 
production ability. Sen (1990) has pointed out that although intra-household distribution 
is not typically controlled by laws, which govern “who can have the use of what” (p.140) 
(as in the case of property ownership, market transactions, wage employment etc.), it is 
operated through some deeply rooted notions of “legitimacy” with a powerful structural 
basis, namely social norms, beliefs and practices around male superiority. Thus women’s 
inadequate entitlements to food, health care and other family resources are caused not 
only by their limited opportunities for outside employment and earnings, but also by 
socially legitimized gender bias. Sen’s theorizations about entitlement relations and 
extended entitlements also seem to be useful in analyzing the experience of deprivation, 
economic oppression, and poverty of the female heads. The female heads’ entitlement to 
social goods and services is curtailed by the constraints of mobility and the limitations of 
the use of their own labor power, which in turn hinders income earning or employment 
opportunities. Likewise, Kabeer (1994) has argued, the fact that women and children are 
disproportionately represented among the poor cannot be explained by the problem of 
inadequate entitlements alone, structurally reproduced distributional inequalities must 
also be considered. The findings from this study also support her argument.      
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The study suggests that the female heads experience both tangible and intangible 
dimension of poverty. They not only face scarcity of tangible resources, but also lack the 
intangible resources such as security, self-esteem and autonomy. As gender is an 
important dimension for the analysis and eradication of poverty (Kabeer,1994), the FHHs 
could be an appropriate target group for reducing poverty.  
The findings also indicate the great dependency of the female heads on informal 
support networks. There appears to be a lack of formal social support programs for the 
FHHs. For the social service agencies could promote intervention programs to meet the 
special requirements of the FHHs. The formal social support programs to be effective, 
they should reach out to this vulnerable group and ensure maximum service utilization.    
From the above findings, some social and demographic characteristics of the 
FHHs living in urban poor communities can be understood. Through the discussion of 
some characteristics and important tangible, human and social resources available to the 
female heads, the second and third research questions posed on page 11 have been 
addressed. 
 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 128
Constraints faced by the female heads  
In Bangladesh, women face inequality in nearly all aspects of life and occupy an 
inferior position in family and community. The female heads are the worst victims of the 
gender discrimination at the community level. When women become the heads of the 
households due to some adverse situations, they almost inevitably face an economic 
breakdown due to the absence of the main breadwinner. The change of headship also 
brings the loss of social and emotional/psychological support from the male member in 
the family and adds the social stigma for dealing, as female heads, with the traditionally 
considered male activities outside home. The combination of financial and social 
constraints influences the coping processes of female heads.  
The resources (both tangible and intangible) and the constraints can influence an 
individual’s way of dealing with the environment. Findings from the present study 
indicate that the female heads experienced scarcity of resources (tangible and 
intangible/human resources) and they faced environmental and personal constraints in 
different facets of their lives and these are summarized below:  
1. Lower wages/salary as opposed to their male counterparts. 
2. Role overload due to the dual responsibility of income generation, and care and 
nurture of children. 
3.  Restrictions from relatives, criticism from neighbors and negative societal 
attitude or social stigma in dealing with outside activities.  
4. Insecurity due to the absence of an adult male member in the family and 
likelihood of sexual harassment, teasing and exploitation, and vulnerability of 
being the victim of unethical practice or fraud.  
5. Lack of self-esteem and confidence in decision making due to the common 
societal beliefs of inferiority and subordination of women.  
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 The above-mentioned constraints or negative circumstances faced by the female 
heads at the micro level are also influenced by some macro level factors. Here we can 
refer back to the conceptual model highlighted in Chapter Two. The model is adapted 
using the findings from this study, and it now throws light on the coping process of a 
female head and shows the interplay among the macro, family, and micro level factors 
influencing the coping process (See Figure 2). Later the macro level factors are discussed 
to illustrate the social constraints faced by the female heads living in the urban poor 
communities in Bangladesh. The macro level factors such as the common societal belief 
of perceiving women as inferior and subordinate to men, the social stigma of living 
without a male authority, religious norms and some legislations such as Muslim Family 
Laws, act as barriers for the FHHs and aggravate the struggles of the female heads.  








































































Figure 2: Interplay of macro, family and micro level factors influencing the coping 
process of a female head   
 
Pre-disposing factors at family level 
(leading to female headship) 
 Death of husband 
 Husband’s financial irresponsibility 
 Husband’s second marriage 
 Divorce 
 Husband’s disability 
 
Problem focused coping 
 
 Shifting of residence 
 Reducing family expenditure 
Changing job 
 Engaging a family member 
in income generation        
 Joining a cooperative society 
 Keeping good relations with 
rich/influential neighbor  
 Making fictive relationships 
 
Emotion focused coping 
 Crying 
 Watching TV/ Cinema 
 Sharing stress with others 
 Accepting the situation as fate 
 
Micro level factors 
 Age 
 Marital status 
 Nature of problems 
 Presence of an adult male member 
in the family 
 Tangible resources 
 Intangible/social resources 
Macro level factors 
 Religious norms (e.g., Purdah) 
 Cultural beliefs/social stigma of 
living without male authority 
 State laws  
(e.g., Muslim family laws) 
 
Coping process of 
a female head 
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In Bangladesh, the common societal convention is to perceive women as 
subordinate and dependent on men. In the family, women are primarily identified by their 
relationship to others, mostly with males – as wives and mothers. This is closely related 
to women’s status in the community. It is not that women do not contribute to the 
household economy but that their work is often subsumed within the family roles. Even 
“the women themselves, by concealing what they do, actively collude in allowing men a 
disproportionate degree of credit for the economic support of the household and so in 
devaluing their own contribution” (White, 1992, p.125). Women also conceal the extent 
of their activities so they present no challenge to the formal authority of their men 
(White,1992). Thus the society perceives women as inferior and subordinate to men and 
this common perception not only influences women’s view towards themselves, but also 
has an impact on their coping process.  
In Bangladesh, women’s mobility is strictly restricted by the society, in the name 
of religious norms (‘purdah’ for example). Women are expected to remain at home doing 
the domestic chores (Zaman, 1996). Women who move in public places are likely to face 
negative societal attitudes and become more vulnerable to exploitation and sexual 
harassment. In Bangladesh, as in most places in the world, man is the natural head of the 
household and women are considered to be subservient and inferior to men. Usually 
women remain under the domination and guardianship of men, who may be a father, 
husband, adult son or any other male member of the kin group (Islam, 1993). Majority of 
the respondents in this sample had originally been under the headship of men. They 
became the heads of the households due to abandonment, divorce or death of the husband. 
They were accustomed to living under the control and protection of men. When 
circumstances made them the head of their households, they found themselves in an 
insecure position. Mannan (2000) suggested that abandoned, destitute or divorced women 
Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.
 132
must have someone (male) to look after them. The present research findings support his 
argument. A significant number of respondents reported that they felt insecure due to lack 
of a male authority in the family and it seemed that in a traditional social system, male 
authority could protect women from different types of harassment. 
The economic deprivation of women and the patrilineal nature of property 
relations, including inheritance and ownership, render women exploited and susceptible 
to male domination (Zaman, 1999). Under the rules of inheritance in Bangladesh, men 
always inherit more than women. In Muslim law, a daughter inherits one half the share of 
her brother, if there is no male child, a daughter inherits a fixed share and the rest of the 
estate is inherited by other agnatic relatives (relatives only from the male side of the 
family) such as brother or father of the deceased. A wife receives one eighth of the 
deceased husband’s property, whereas, the husband receives one fourth of his deceased 
wife’s property, when there is a child (MOWCA, 1997; Zaman, 1999).  
In Islamic law, a mother is not regarded as the legal guardian of her child(ren). In 
case of divorce, she is entitled to custody of her son until he reaches the age of seven 
years, which is extended to puberty in the case of her daughter. However, existing laws 
on child support do not adequately enforce male responsibility for their children’s 
welfare. There are no sanctions against men who do not support their families and the 
wives generally move back to their natal home with the child(ren). Further, the 
acceptance of polygamous marriages in Muslim Family laws thrust women in a more 
challenging and vulnerable position. Significant proportions of these women emerge as 
female heads, and often find it difficult to struggle for survival.  
 The Constitution of Bangladesh upholds the necessity of equal opportunities 
between women and men. It sanctions positive measures for disadvantaged groups, 
particularly women. The Government has undertaken several noteworthy efforts toward 
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integrating the women’s agenda into the broader policy and plan framework. These 
include (i) formulation of the Fifth Five-Year Plan (1997-2001) adopting the 
mainstreaming of a women’s development approach; (ii) declaration of the National 
Policy for Advancement of Women; and (iii) adoption of the National Action Plan (NAP) 
for Advancement of Women: Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action (PFA) 
(Mahtab,2004). 
 The Macro Chapter on Women’s Development in the Fifth Five-Year Plan has 
endorsed mainstreaming as the strategy for women’s development. In the chapter on 
poverty reduction, poor and disadvantaged women and female-headed households were 
identified as one of the focus groups in the objective. However, no specific targets or 
strategies were set to target these women. Insufficient coverage is given to the problems 
of the urban poor, particularly the poor women who head their households, and are 
susceptible to tangible and intangible dimension of poverty. 
The constitution of Bangladesh guarantees equal rights to all citizens, but in 
family matters such as marriage, divorce, custody, maintenance and inheritance, laws 
discriminate against women. Loopholes in existing laws, lack of proper implementation, 
and the weak commitment of law enforcement agencies are some major obstacles. 
However, often women are not conscious of their rights. This is particularly true of poor 
women. Lack of financial support and the lengthy legal procedures also discourage them 
from seeking legal support.  
 It may be concluded that laws alone cannot prevent the discrimination against 
women. They must be backed up by conscious public opinion, political will, and efforts 
to change society’s attitude towards women.  
The above discussion could be interpretive of the situations of female-headed 
households in Bangladesh. The female heads experience the burden of multidimensional 
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poverty, arising from the absence of support from an adult male and struggle to earn a 
livelihood as females and as heads of the households. The findings of this study suggest 
that the female heads face both immediate and long-term financial constraints, first, due 
to the loss of main breadwinners, and then due to their lower level of income than their 
male counterparts. At the same time, they encounter social constraints such as, insecurity 
due to the absence of a male member, negative societal attitude in dealing with the 
environment, all of which are aggravated by the state laws, cultural beliefs and religious 
norms.  Thus the FHHs comprise one of the most marginalized and vulnerable groups in 
the society.    
 
Coping strategies adopted by the female heads 
One of the major objectives of the study was to identify the different coping 
strategies adopted by the female heads. The findings suggest that the female heads 
applied both the problem-focused and emotion-focused forms of coping to overcome the 
adverse situations. As mentioned earlier, the FHHs were facing financial constraints like 
lower wages/salary as compared to males, which explains their economic vulnerability. 
To deal with these financial constraints, the female heads applied coping strategies such 
as reducing the family expenditure, engaging other family member/s in income 
generation, joining a cooperative society or changing the work and sometimes going into 
debt as a last resort. These strategies are problem-focused in nature and these strategies 
appeared to be a part of their struggle for basic survival. The FHHs from the lowest 
income group were more likely to apply these coping strategies as a way to survive.  
However, very few female heads adopted alternative coping strategies like gaining 
non-formal education and vocational training due not only to the lack of opportunities of 
such kinds in Rajshahi city, but also to the lack of awareness about the few existing 
programs. Another reason for the reluctance to adopt these coping strategies could be that 
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the female heads had to play multiple roles as the main bread winners, as mothers and 
also as home makers (for their own house) and so they could not afford the time to take 
part in non formal education or vocational training programs.  
A large number of female heads had migrated and shifted their residence to cope 
with the situations due to the change in household headship. It was mentioned earlier that 
the female heads were likely to feel insecure and face sexual harassment and exploitation, 
due to the absence of an adult male member in the family, and were worried about their 
uncertain future. To cope with these social constraints, the female heads adopted 
strategies like keeping good relations with rich/influential neighbors, in return for 
protection and assistance in times of crisis; making fictive relations; and, where possible, 
to get married again.  
The findings suggest that social support from the relatives and/or neighbors acts as 
an important catalyst in the coping processes of the female heads. Thoits (1986) discussed 
that social support includes instrumental and emotional functions which can also serves as 
coping functions. Findings from this study support this as the female heads received 
tangible assistance and aid (instrumental functions of social support) and moral support 
(emotional function) from their relatives and/or neighbors, which assist them to cope 
better with the adverse situations. Another kind of social support was the advice or useful 
suggestions from the relatives and/or neighbors, which can be assessed as an important 
aspect of the coping process of the female heads (Parlin and Schooler, 1978).   
The findings and analyses of the data reveal the fact that the de jure female heads 
differ from the de facto female heads in applying some coping strategies. The de facto 
female heads i.e., the married women who were living with their husbands and became 
the female heads due to either their husband’s disability or reluctance to maintain the 
family, were less likely to apply the above mentioned coping strategies. In contrast, the de 
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jure female heads, who were mainly the widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned 
women living without any male authority, were more likely to adopt the coping strategies 
like keeping good relations with rich neighbors or making fictive relations.  
The respondents seemed to be accustomed to living under the shelter and 
protection from men. Because of the prevailing cultural norms of remaining under the 
domination of men, the respondents, who did not have adult male member in the 
household, tended to keep good relations and make fictive relations with neighbors and/or 
relatives, preferably with males, and to get married or the married respondents tended to 
keep their marriages for the sake of security and status. The presence of an adult male 
member in the household seemed to be a significant factor for the female heads in the 
choice of coping strategies. Therefore, it appeared that the cultural values and beliefs of 
Bangladesh society influence the coping process of the female heads. This finding also 
answered the fifth research question posed in the Chapter one. 
The female heads were found to apply some emotion-focused forms of coping 
along with the problem-focused strategies of coping in order to make themselves feel 
better, while struggling with the adverse situations. When surrounded by enormous 
problems, some female heads just cried, some shared their problems with their neighbors 
or relatives and these helped them to ventilate their stress. Sometimes the female heads 
mentioned such easily accessible entertainment as watching television/cinema as an 
escape from the stressful situations, while some engaged themselves in praying, and 
sometimes they surrendered themselves to their fate and accepted the situation as their 
destiny. 
The findings from the study also indicate that there is a dual meaning of female 
headship for the two different types of female heads. The de jure female heads, or those 
who are widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned by their husbands and are living 
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without any adult male member in the family, can enjoy the freedom and autonomy in 
spending and decision making as heads of the family; on the other hand, de facto female 
heads, who are still married and are living with their husbands, are less likely to practice 
autonomy in spending and decision making. But at a different level, de jure female heads 
are likely to feel insecure and experience the social stigma of living alone i.e., without the 
male shelter, while de facto female heads, through retaining their status as married 
women, receive a positive view from the society and combat their feeling of insecurity. 
For the sake of this so-called security and status, some women tend to keep their 
marriages despite the husband’s reluctance to earning for the family, or even the physical 
abuse. From the findings of her study in Dhaka slums, Pryer (2003) also argued that 
violence against women within marriage was frequent and was tolerated to gain some 
protection from other men. Thus it appears that married female heads are protected from 
harassment from other males, but at the same time may be exploited by their husbands.    
Female headship may offer women some escape from male subordination within 
the household, but it also brings a range of disadvantages. The de jure female heads, 
"freed" from the common family structures, which both constrained and protected them, 
struggle to secure adequate access to resources, rights and services.  Therefore, the de 
jure female-heads seem to be more marginalized in the society who are struggling with 
not only financial constraints but also with additional social constraints like insecurity and 
social stigma.  
 In a nutshell, the findings of the study suggest that the female heads have scarcity 
of tangible resources and face financial and social constraints due to the change in 
household headship. However, with support of the social network system the female 
heads seem to be able to cope with the adversities and run their family as heads of the 
households. The coping process of the female heads are influenced not only by micro 
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level factors like their age, marital status, nature of problems (for example, financial or 
social problems), tangible and social resources, but also by macro level factors like the 
cultural values and beliefs, religion, or state laws.  
Therefore, in view of the above discussion, it could be suggested that in order to 
improve the condition of the female heads and to help them cope better with the adverse 
situations, it is necessary to provide education and skill oriented training for the female 
heads, and expand the opportunities for more remunerative employment for them. The 
prevailing cultural values and beliefs, religious norms and state laws, which often play 
negative roles in the lives of the Bangladeshi female heads, should also be modified. 
 This research attempted to explore the financial and social constraints experienced 
by female heads of households in urban poor communities of Rajshahi, Bangladesh, and 
identified the different coping strategies adopted by them. The study highlighted both 
micro and macro level factors influencing the coping process of the female heads. The 
contribution of this research lies in the study of problem focused and emotion focused 
strategies of coping and examination of the interplay among the macro, family and micro 
level factors influencing the coping process. This research studied both financial and 
social constraints experienced by the female heads and identified the strategies that the 
female heads adopted not just to survive, but to deal with the emerging situation due to 
the change in household headship. It is hoped that the study will provide some useful 
insights for social agencies to address the needs of the FHHs and to improve the 
conditions of the female heads in Bangladesh.  
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Conclusion 
The research was prompted by the researcher’s belief that a study of the 
constraints and coping strategies of female heads in the urban poor communities of 
Rajshahi, Bangladesh, would provide useful insights to social service agencies 
(government and non-government) for the development of appropriate programs and 
activities for this marginalized group in the society. 
Findings from the study showed that the females had become the heads of the 
households not by choice but through such adverse situations as death of the husband, 
separation, divorce or abandonment. After the marital dissolution, the kin groups from 
both the natal family and husband’s family were either financially unable or reluctant to 
take the responsibility of the widowed, divorced or abandoned women. In these 
circumstances, the women became the breadwinners and the heads of the newly 
constituted households. Besides, undesirable circumstances like the husband’s disability 
or disinclination on the part of the husband to take responsibility of the family, forced 
some married women to take charge of the households. 
Regarding the characteristics of the FHHs, it was found that a majority of the 
female heads were middle aged, and were living without any adult male member in the 
family. In most of the FHHs, young children were living with the female heads. Majority 
of the female heads were found to be working as domestic maids in houses and in messes. 
Almost all the female heads were the main breadwinners and had the sole responsibility 
of running the family, though some of them had some supplementary income from their 
children. Majority of the female heads did not have any formal education and children of 
the FHHs were less likely to attend school and more likely to engage in income-earning 
activities.  
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Concerning the resources available to the FHHs, the data indicated that the FHHs 
were lacking both tangible and human resources. Almost all of the households lacked 
assets, capital and commodities, and most women did not have adequate social capitals or 
human resources like technical skills and educational capabilities. The data also indicated 
that the female heads were likely to depend on the informal networks of relatives and 
neighbors for survival and support. The financial and moral support from relatives and/or 
neighbors seemed to compensate the scarcity of tangible resources for the FHHs. 
Findings from both quantitative and qualitative data revealed that the female 
heads encountered financial and social constraints due to the change in household 
headship. The female heads had to engage in income generation in order to overcome 
economic breakdown. As female heads and as the main breadwinners of the households, 
they continued to experience financial constraints due to inadequate income, mainly 
because of the existing societal gender division of labor as well as lack of better paying 
employment opportunities for women in general, and women with little education and 
marketable skills in particular. The female heads, particularly those living without an 
adult male member in the family, were also likely to suffer from feelings of insecurity and 
anxiety over uncertain future, and were subjected to sexual harassment, teasing and 
exploitation. They even faced restrictions from their relatives, criticisms from their 
neighbors and negative social attitudes or stigma from the community. Thus, the data 
implied that due to pervasiveness of the social constraints and lack of education/skills 
training, it became difficult for the female heads to be self-reliant.  
In terms of the coping strategies adopted by the female heads, the data revealed 
that the female heads applied both problem-focused and emotion-focused strategies to 
cope with the adverse situations. To cope with the financial constraints, the female heads 
applied strategies like reducing the family expenditure, engaging other family member(s) 
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in income generation, changing job, joining a cooperative society and sometimes going 
into debt. In addition, shifting of residence, keeping good relations with rich and 
influential neighbors and making fictive relations were also adopted by the female heads. 
They used emotion-focused coping strategies like crying, watching television/cinema, 
sharing stress with others or engaging in religious activities to feel better while struggling 
with the stressful situations. 
It can be argued in light of the findings that micro level factors like age and 
marital status of the female heads, availability of resources (both material and social), and 
presence of adult male member in the family could influence the coping processes of the 
respondents. As illustrated by the qualitative data, macro level factors like religious 
norms (‘purdah’, for example), cultural worldviews that expect women to be dependent 
and subordinate to men, and also the state laws (Muslim family laws) tend to influence 
their coping processes. These micro and macro level factors were interlinked with the 
coping mechanisms practiced by the female heads. 
The women became heads of the households due to some negative circumstances, 
and as heads of the households they had to deal with the negative responses from the 
larger community. In this regard, Zaman’s argument about the discrimination and 
exploitation experienced by women in Bangladesh society is useful in understanding the 
situations of female heads in the country. Zaman (1999) argued, “the issues of 
exploitation and violence against women in Bangladesh are largely structural and 
systemic problems”(p.38). She added that in Bangladesh, women are everyday targets of 
discrimination, exploitation and violence because,  
“the existing social, economic and political structures, such as property rights, state laws, 
policies, and discriminatory treatment along gender lines, are exploitative in nature and 
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ultimately deny women their socioeconomic autonomy at every stage of their 
lives”(p.37). 
The findings from the present study reflected that the female heads of the 
households in urban poor communities of Bangladesh were struggling for survival and 
security; and by applying different strategies they were trying their best to cope with the 
adversity and harsh reality of life. Given the existing socioeconomic structures of 
Bangladesh, it is understandable that they encounter lots of difficulties and overcome 
enormous barriers in maintaining their lives as female heads.  
 
Implications and recommendations 
The findings of this study bear important implications for social work practice, 
research and also for social policy. 
 First of all, it is suggested that more research be conducted on FHHs in 
Bangladesh, particularly in urban areas. Existing research on this vulnerable group has so 
far focused on women in rural areas of Bangladesh. The increasing number of FHHs in 
urban areas (Afsar, 1996; Siddiqui et.al., 1990) implies the need for further research on 
FHHs in urban communities. Moreover, there is a scarcity of statistical information 
regarding FHHs in urban poor communities. Neither the Rajshahi City Corporation, nor 
the local NGOs could provide the statistics on FHHs living in the poor communities of 
Rajshahi. This present research is a small attempt to explore the characteristics of and 
resources available to the female heads, and to identify the constraints experienced as 
well as the coping strategies adopted by them. Additional research on a larger scale is 
needed to gather detailed information about the FHHs in urban poor communities not 
only to provide information but also to test and verify the findings of the current study. 
Comparative studies between FHHs and male-headed households (MHHs) could be 
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conducted to further assess and validate the vulnerability of FHHs as compared to the 
MHHs. It is hoped that this research would provide inspiration for future research about 
this poor, disadvantaged, discriminated and vulnerable group in a larger context. 
The research findings will be useful for social and developmental agencies 
working for the improvement of poor women’s conditions in urban settings. Since 
currently there is no program targeting the FHHs and their development by any of the 
social service agencies in Rajshahi city, this research can draw such organizations’ 
attention to the needs of FHHs. Some government (Urban Social Service Program) and 
non-government organizations (Association for Social Advancement, Thangamara 
Mohila Somobai Somiti) are known to run programs, which include training for tailoring, 
weaving or making handicrafts, giving loans for small businesses, saving schemes for 
future crisis and the like, for the development of poor women in Rajshahi city. The 
beneficiaries of these programs are mainly poor housewives, and these programs help 
them to earn some supplementary income. These programs allow women to play their 
domestic roles as housewives and also to earn some extra money and financially 
contribute to the well being of their families. But the female heads have the sole 
responsibility to earn enough to run their families smoothly; hence these programs do not 
seem to provide enough to meet the total expenditure of maintaining their families. 
Therefore, the programs run by the government/NGOs do not appear to be helpful for the 
female heads. More comprehensive training, educational programs and more 
remunerative self-employment schemes are needed for the female heads. 
From this research, it appeared that it is men who usually maintain extra familial 
matters, and participate in public affairs, especially in urban poor communities. So 
women who head their households in these communities, have little experience and few 
skills to manage societal or outdoor dealings and activities. Moreover, because of their 
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lower level of education, they also have less access to information. Hence, the female 
heads are unlikely to know about the available development programs or resources. 
Therefore, in launching any non-formal education or training program for the female 
heads, the agencies should keep in mind that the information about the program should 
reach out to the target group. Further, constraints on women’s time (as most of them are 
already engaged in work) and mobility, and educational background of the women – all 
have to be taken into consideration in the design and location of training programs for the 
female heads. 
This research has highlighted the constraints faced by the female heads; the 
findings of this study can provide useful insights about the situations and needs of FHHs, 
that could be helpful to design intervention plans for the development of this 
disadvantaged group. The findings regarding the coping strategies adopted by the female 
heads revealed that they tend to depend on their rich/influential neighbors for necessary 
information, advice or financial and moral support. The absence of organizational support 
is noticeable. The government or non-government social agencies should create a 
women’s organization that target training in leadership and other specific career-related 
skills for female heads. By actively participating in various organizational activities, the 
female heads can achieve confidence and leadership skills, which ultimately will enable 
them to deal confidently with outdoor business matters and to take part in the public 
spheres and activities. The organizations should also provide childcare services for the 
female heads, as they need to spend long hours in work outside the home in order to meet 
the family expenditure leaving their children unattended. If the children of the FHHs 
could access the opportunity to be educated and skilled, they would in time be able to 
provide financial support, and increase chances of upward mobility for the family. 
Besides education and training program, the organizations need to provide opportunities 
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for the development of the children of FHHs by meeting their behavioral and emotional 
needs through social work intervention. 
The Bangladesh government or international development organization can 
arrange exchange programs for their social welfare staff with other countries, which have 
services for the FHHs. For example, in Singapore there are programs that provide 
comprehensive services to promote the well being of FHHs/single parent families. In 
Singapore, some Family Service Centers (for example, ‘HELP’ Family Service Centre) 
have services like counseling and family-centered social work for single parent families 
to help them cope with bereavement, divorce, desertion or separation. They also have 
programs for the emotional healing of single parents and their children (RAINBOWS 
program), monetary assistance in the form of bursaries and emergency aid, legal 
consultation and information and referral services. By visiting these social agencies in 
Singapore, Bangladeshi social workers can gather knowledge and ideas about the services 
for the development of FHHs. In this way they can promote comprehensive services for 
the FHHs in Bangladesh.  
This research is also aimed at informing the policy makers about the special 
situations of FHHs in urban poor communities in Bangladesh. It is important that more 
remunerative employment opportunities be provided for the female heads who are 
struggling with financial constraints due to the lack of better paying employment. The 
social agencies should be encouraged by appropriate social policy to provide work for the 
female heads. The necessary funding should also be provided in the national budget for 
launching special education and training programs for the female heads to improve their 
skills and abilities. Further research should highlight the lack of fit between the 
circumstances and constraints of the female heads, and the organizational support for 
them. Both general macroeconomic policy and specific micro-level interventions should 
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be aware of predominant gender discriminations against, and be concerned about the 
specific needs of, the female heads.         
In Bangladesh, the efforts to sensitize policy planners through advocacy and 
mobilization on women's issues have led to some notable success in bringing about new 
legislation and changes in the policy-environment. Intense and broad-based campaign for 
removing gender-discrimination and gender violence through legal redress has been 
undertaken by women’s organizations both at the national and local levels. The NGO 
Mahila Parishad's mobilization for legal reforms, supported by others, have focused on 
the enactment of new and stringent laws providing deterrent punishments for gender-
violence both at home and outside; and full ratification of the UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and 
implementation of the labor laws including the International Labor Organization 
convention that would ensure women's rights in the society and at the workplace. Mahila 
Parishad's vigorous campaigns for laws prohibiting dowry resulted in the Dowry 
Prohibition Act (1980). The combined advocacy and sustained dialogue by Women for 
Women and Mahila Parishad with the Planning Commission, which started with the 
preparation of a position paper on Mainstreaming Women in National Development by 
Women For Women in 1989, brought about a major change in the Fourth Five-Year Plan, 
with the active support of other NGOs and women's groups (Mahtab, 2004). 
In view of the above discussion, it could be argued that the NGOs and women’s 
organizations can play a vital role in addressing the issues of FHHs, who are vulnerable 
and oppressed by various social, cultural and policy constraints. The coordinated efforts 
of the government, NGOs, and women’s organizations can initiate specific intervention 
programs for this marginalized group. The proper implementation of the state laws 
considering women’s rights can protect women who become female heads. The 
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organizations should lobby for legal aid and protection of the female heads, who lack 
male support, and promote for specific social policies for them. 
This study attempted to explore the situations of FHHs living in urban poor 
communities in Bangladesh, and identified the constraints faced by the female heads as 
well as the coping mechanisms adopted by them. The lack of formal social services and 
policies for the FHHs were also addressed in this study and finally some 
recommendations were offered for the development of this disadvantaged group. It is 
hoped that this study would enlarge the possibilities of future research directions and 
facilitate the understanding of the emerging needs of the female heads, so that a 
community based helping approach could be adopted for enhancing the lives of the 
female heads and also for the overall well being of the FHHs.  





Constraints and Coping Strategies of Female Heads of Households: 
A Study of Urban Poor Communities in Bangladesh 
 
 
1. Name of the respondent……………………………………………… 
2. Age………………………………………………… 
3. Educational qualification……………………………………………… 
4.   Occupation………………. 
4.1.  Present Occupation……………  
4.2 .  Occupation before becoming the head of the household  
4.3.    Weekly holiday 
           1) enjoy holiday 2) no holiday 
5. Marital status:  
     1) Widow 2)Divorced 3)Abandoned by husband   4)Separated     
      5) Married at present  6) Unmarried 7) Others (please specify) 
5.1  Duration of the present status: 
5.2 Reason for divorce, abandonment or separation:  
6.  Religion:  
  1) Islam 2) Hinduism  
7.  Demographic chart of the family. 







1.          
2.          
3.          
4.          
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8.   What is your monthly income? ...................................... 
9.   Do you have any other income sources?     
       1) Yes        2) No 
9.1   If the answer is yes- 
   (a) Source.................................................................b) Amount………… 
10.   What is you residential status? 
10.1  Ownership Status  
     1) Owner 2) Rented 3) Government land ( illegally occupied)  
   4)Others (please specify) 
10.2   Infrastructure  
  1) Brick built 2) Semi brick 3) Tin shed 4) Thatched  
  5) Others (please specify) 
11.   Which of the following items do you have for recreation ?  
   (circle all that apply) 
  1) Television  2)Radio  3)VCP  4) Satellite dish Connection 
  5) Cassette player 6) CD player 7) Indoor games (Ludo, Chess, playing card)  
  8) Others (please specify)  
12.  What mentionable household commodities do you have?  
  (circle all that apply) 
 1) Fan 2) Bed-stead 3) Chair and Table 4) Cloth-stand 5) Sofa  
 6) Pressure cooker 7) Others (please specify)  
13.  What is your monthly family expenditure? 
   (a) Meal                (b) Treatment             (c) Education & Others 
14.  When you get sick, where do you seek treatment? 
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15.  Are your children vaccinated? 
  1) Yes        2) No 
16.  You drink- 
 1) Boiled water 2) Tube-well water 3) Water rectified by tablets  
 4) Shallow tube well water 5) Supply water 6) River/pond water  
 7) Others (please specify) 
17.  For cooking and cleaning you use- 
  1) Boiled water 2) Tube-well water 3) Shallow tube well water 
  4) Supply water 5) River/pond water 6) Others (please specify). 
18.  What type of toilet do you use? 
  1) Sanitary 2) Open Toilet 3) Vacant land 
19.  What do you use after using toilet? (to clean your hand) 
  1) Soap    2) Ash       3) Soil      4) Only water     5) Anything else….. 
20.  Do you have any mentionable assets that help you in your livelihood? 
  1)Living house 2)Cultivable land, 3)Shop  4) Boat 5) Rickshaw/Van 
  6) Small business 7) Savings (method........., Amount............)   
  8) Others (please specify) 
21.  After you took the family responsibility, has anyone of your family taken any 
specific skill oriented training? 
  1) Yes        2) No   
22.  Do anyone of your family have any specific skill without training?           
        1) Yes        2) No  
22.1  If yes,    Specify relationship ...................................  
22.2 Type of training…….. 
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23.  Have you inherited any property?     
  1) Yes        2) No 
23.1  If answer is yes, have you obtained it?         
  1) Yes        2) No 
23.2  Have you faced any problem to obtain that property?   
        1) Yes (description)                     2) No  
24.   Is any one of your family associated with any social organization?    
        1) Yes        2) No 
24.1  If yes, mention it-    
   1) Local club/Voluntary club   2) Cooperative society   3) NGO  
   4) Others (please specify) 
25.  Does any organization offer help to you? 
  1) Yes            2) No 
25.1  If yes, which organization ? 
  1) Local club/Voluntary club 2) Cooperative society 3) NGO  
  4) Bank  5) City corporation 6) Others (please specify) 
26.   How long have you been the head of the family?  
27.   Describe the  circumstances that made you the head of the family.  
28.  After taking responsibility, have you shifted your residence?  
  1) Yes        2) No 
28.1  If yes, give reason 
 1) couldn’t stay at husband’s house  
 2) couldn’t stay at father-in-law’s house  
 3) migrated from village to seek job 4) evicted from khash (govt.) land  
 5) river erosion 6) others (please specify) 
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29.  How do your neighbors evaluate your family management? 
  1) As brave step 2) As neutral 3) With sympathy  4) With critical eyes 
30.  How do your relatives evaluate your family management ? 
  1) As brave step 2) As neutral 3) With sympathy 4) With critical eyes 
31.  Do you have any relative near by?                      
  1) Yes        2) No 
32.  Do you think it is possible for you to maintain your family without the help of 
relatives or neighbors? 
  1) Highly impossible 2) Impossible 3) Partially possible 4) Fully possible 
33.    Do you face problems in your workplace?   
  1) Yes                     2) No   
33.1  If yes, what kind of problem ?   
  1) Low wages/salary 2) Non co-operative attitude of male colleagues  
  3) Mal-treatment by the authority  4) Unsuitable work schedule  
  5) Neighbors' criticism 6) Others (please specify)  
34.   How many hours do you work daily? 
35.   Do you face problems to bring your children up?          
  1)Yes                   2)No 
35.1  If yes, what kind of problem ?     
  1) Shortage of time 2) None to look after 3) Lack of money  
  4) Lack of control due to absence of a male head 5) Others (please specify) 
 36.  For the lack of a male authority do you feel insecure?    
  1) Yes        2) No 
36.1  If the answer is yes, please elaborate       
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37.  Do you face problems to go outside for daily work?           
  1) Yes                2) No 
37.1  If yes, what type of problem ?   
1) Derogatory attitude of the neighbors/relatives  
2) Pay high price of commodities  
3) Negative societal attitude in general  
4) Feeling shy  
5) Threat of miscreants  
6) Others (please specify) 
38.  Are your family, relatives or neighbors against your working outside? 
   1) Yes        2) No 
38.1.  If yes, what type of resistance- 
1)Family pressure/Unwillingness  
2)Opposition of close relatives 3)Opposition of neighbor  
4)Social unacceptability   
5)Religious prohibition 6)Toll collectors threat   
7)Fear of gangsters/local leaders  
8) Others (please specify) 
39 .  How much control do you have to use your family property, land or savings? 
  1) Total    2) Partial    3) Not at all 
40.  What role do you play to take any important family decision? 
  1) Your decision is final 2) Consult with other family members  
3) Other member of the family consults you  
4) In important decision your opinion is of no use 
5) Others (please specify) 
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41.  Who plays a vital role to determine what type of work you will do? 
1) You   
2) You and your family members  
3) Choosing work freely is not possible for social prejudice  
4) Someone else of the family determines 
42.  Does your own faith refrain you from doing all sorts of work (What the males 
usually do)?         
  1) Yes        2) No 
43.  Do you get help from your relatives or neighbors if you have any problem?                                
1) Yes         2) No 
43.1  If yes, what type of help you get ?     
   1) Financial   2) Moral support 3) Advice or good suggestions 
  4) Necessary information 5) Borrow money  6) Others (please specify) 
44.  Does anybody come forward to help you in your difficulty? 
              1) Yes             2) No 
44.1  If the answer is yes, who- 
1) Family members 2) Relatives  3) Neighbors  4)Social Organizations  
5) Others (please specify) 
45.  Do you have to keep good relations with others (rich neighbors, influential 
person, gangsters)? 
  1) Yes        2) No 
46. To look after the family well (security, help......etc.) have you made any fictive 
relations? 
  1) Yes        2) No                     
46.1 If yes, mention................. 
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47.  What types of steps have you taken to deal with your problems successfully? 
1) You have tried to gain non formal education  
2) You have gained any kind of vocational training  
3) You have joined any co-operative society  
4) Involved any social welfare activities  
5) Reduced your family expenditure  
6) You have changed your work/office  
7) You have newly engaged some one of your family in work  
8) Have done something profitable by taking loan  
9) Others (please specify) 
48.  If you fail to solve any problem, did you try alternative ways to get rid of it ? 
  1) Yes        2) No 
48.1  If yes, what do you do?  
  1) Keep normal by recreation (watching TV/Cinema) 2) Take drug 
3) Try to adjust with the situation 4) Share my problems with others to reduce 
stress 5) Go to shrine to fulfill a vow 6) cry 7) Accept it as fate 
8) Others (please specify)  
49.  In your view, what advantages and disadvantages  does the female head of a 
household have?  
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Appendix 2 
The Guideline of Qualitative Interviews 
 
1. Please describe the circumstances that made you the head of the household?  
2. What advantages do you enjoy or what disadvantages do you face as a female 
head of household? 
3. Who comes forward to help you when you face difficulties or whom do you rely 
in times of difficulties? 
4. How did you face/deal your problems? 
5. If you fail to solve a problem, what alternative ways do you take to handle the 
situation?  








Age: 38 years 
Marital status: Abandoned by husband 
Education: Can sign only 
Occupation: Small business (sells garment cloths from door to door)  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 1200 (not consistent)  
Working hours: 10 hours  
Family members: i. son (16yrs) 




Age: 38 years 
Marital status: Abandoned by husband 
Education: No education 
Occupation: Housemaid  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 800 
Working hours: 10 hours 
Supplementary income: Taka 400 (mother’s earning) 
Family members: i. daughter(14yrs) 




Age: 30 years 
Marital status: Married 
Education: Minimum reading skill and can sign only 
Occupation: Small business (sells clothes from door to door)  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 1500 (not consistent) 
Working hours: 8-10 hours 
Family members: i. son (12yrs) 




Age: 22 years 
Marital status: Abandoned by husband 
Education: Can sign only 
Occupation: Housemaid  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 500 
Working hours: 8 hours 
Family member:  son (5 yrs) 
 




Age: 59 years 
Marital status: Married 
Education: No education 
Occupation: Housewife   
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Working hours: 5-6 hours (domestic chores) 
Monthly income: Taka 1200 (sons’ contribution and daughter’s earning) 
Family members: i. husband (74 yrs, disabled) 
       ii. daughter (43 yrs, retarded) 
       iii) daughter (18 yrs) 





Age: 40 years 
Marital status: Married (second marriage) 
Education: No education 
Occupation: Housemaid  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 1200 
Working hours: 8 hours 
Family members: i. husband (50yrs) (has another wife, does not stay regularly with the 
participant. Rarely contributes financially) 
       ii. daughter (17yrs) 
                            iii. daughter (13yrs) 





Age: 33 years 
Marital status: Married (second marriage) 
Education: Primary level  
Occupation: Maid in a mess/private students’ hostel 
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housemaid 
Monthly income: Taka 1500 
Working hours: 12 hours 
Supplementary income: Taka 1000 (husband’s earning from small business, not regular) 
Family members: i. son (12yrs) 










Age: 34 years 
Marital status: Abandoned by husband 
Education: primary level 
Occupation: Small business (sells fish in market places)  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 1200 
Working hours: 6 hours 
Family members: i. daughter (10)  
       ii. daughter (8) 
                             iii. daughter (6) 





Age: 38 years 
Marital status: Abandoned by husband 
Education: Can sign only 
Occupation: Small business (runs a small grocery shop)  
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 1500 (not consistent) 
Working hours: 12 hours 





Age: 31 years 
Marital status: Married (husband stays in distant village) 
Education: Can sign only 
Occupation: Maid in a mess 
Occupation before becoming the head of the household: Housewife 
Monthly income: Taka 850 
Working hours: 12 hours 
Supplementary income: Taka 1200 (husband’s earning from daily labor, not regular) 
Family members: i. daughter (14 yrs) 
                            ii. son ( 5 yrs)  
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